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ABSTRACT 
 
DAVID PALMER:  Imagining a Gay New World: Communities, Identities, and the 
Ethics of Difference in Late Twentieth-Century America 
(Under the direction of Professor John F. Kasson) 
 
 
The formation of identity-based communities constitutes one of the most 
important political trends in late twentieth-century America.  It has enabled oppressed 
people to mobilize politically in effort to demand legal protection, acquire political rights, 
and achieve social legitimacy.  Yet, identity claims have also emerged as critical 
strategies to either uphold or challenge dominant social conventions and imagine new 
possibilities for citizenship and everyday living, a feature commonly overlooked in 
scholarship on social movements and identity politics. 
This dissertation draws from newspapers, magazines, newsletters, and non-
academic journals directed at lesbian and gay readers published from the late 1960s 
through the first half of the 1990s to show how writers grappled with basic human 
questions of oppression and liberation by asking what it meant to be a sexual minority in 
American society.  In raising these questions, writers reflected on the moral implications 
of being different and debated questions of consumerism, sexual ethics, and political 
strategy.  These discussions provided readers valuable news and other information.  More 
importantly, they instructed readers of the ethical responsibilities to themselves, other gay 
people, and the broader American public.  In highlighting gayness as the primary marker 
of shared difference, writers generated new terms of exclusion rooted in class, gender, 
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race, and region.  Still, these writers‟ uses of identity claims gave public character to 
experiences deemed apolitical or socially negligible.  In so doing, they provided critical 
mediums to potentially challenge dominant social conventions that indirectly affected all 
marginalized people.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Imagining a Gay New World:  Communities, Identities, and the Ethics of Difference 
in Late Twentieth-Century America 
 
 
 From the late 1960s through the present, individuals of various backgrounds used 
claims to shared identities, or communities to argue for their rights.  Whether bonded 
together by shared class identity, disability status, ethnicity, gender, race, region, religion, 
or sexuality, they have, in the words of anthropologist James Clifford, fought to “make 
room for themselves in a crowded world.”  With the advent of a global economic crisis in 
the early 1970s that witnessed contracted economic growth, widening income disparities, 
and a historical rupture in local worlds, identities have become more plural and 
ephemeral than ever before.  Within the transformed political economy, identity claims 
emerged as critical strategies that gave public character to experiences deemed apolitical 
or socially negligible.
1
 
                                                 
1
 James Clifford, “Taking Identity Politics Seriously: The Contradictory, Stony Ground,” in Without 
Guarantees: In Honour of Stuart Hall, eds. Paul Gilroy, Lawrence Grossberg, and Angela McRobbie 
(London: Verso, 2000), 96; David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry Into the Origins of 
Cultural Change (Cambridge, MA and Oxford, UK: Blackwell Press, 1990).  The U.S. economy grew by 
an average of 3.8 percent from 1946 to 1973, while real median household income surged 55 percent (or 
1.6 percent a year).  The economy since 1973 has been characterized by both slower growth (averaging 2.7 
percent), and nearly stagnant living standards, with household incomes increasing by 10 percent, or only 
0.3 percent annually.  Statistics from United Census Bureau, “Income, Poverty, Health Insurance Coverage 
in the United States: 2008,” http://www.census.gov/prod/2009pubs/p60-236.pdf, accessed March 14, 2011; 
“Income of Nonfarm Families and Individuals: 1946,” http://www2.census.gov/prod2/popscan/p60-
001.pdf, accessed March 14, 2011. Data from the United States Department of Commerce and Internal 
Revenue Service indicate that income inequality has been increasing since the 1970s, whereas it had been 
declining during the mid 20
th
 century.  For details see Daniel H. Weinberg, “A Brief Look at U.S. Income 
Inequality,” United States Census Bureau (1996), http://www.census.gov/prod/1/pop/p60-191.pdf, accessed 
March 14, 2011; Dennis Gilbert, American Class Structure in an Age of Growing Inequality (New York: 
Wadsworth, 2002). 
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This dissertation draws from newspapers, magazines, newsletters, and non-
academic journals directed at lesbian and gay readers published from the late 1960s 
through the first half of the 1990s (which I refer to as “lesbian and gay periodicals,”) to 
show how writers grappled with basic human questions of oppression and liberation by 
asking what it meant to be a sexual minority in American society.  In raising these 
questions, writers reflected on the moral implications of being different and either upheld 
or challenged dominant ideas of citizenship and normalcy.  By some of these accounts, 
gay people were just like everyone else aside from their same-sex desire, and thus lived 
“traditional lifestyles.”  Others insisted that being gay was fundamentally dissimilar from 
being straight, because most Americans deemed it unacceptable and therefore 
undeserving of legal and social recognition.  For these writers, the idea of a gay 
community demanded that its members acknowledge their differences in order to 
question dominant, heteronormative social conventions and create new moral standards.  
In both cases, writers invoked ideas of shared identity to tell readers that they had an 
ethical responsibility to themselves, other gay people, and the broader American public. 
These findings reveal that the process of identity formation encompassed more than a 
reflection of a specific group‟s political or commercial interests.  It also provided 
marginalized groups a medium for undertaking moral deliberations.  
Those moral deliberations centered on questions of liberation, community, and 
citizenship.  As carriers of those discussions, identity claims were varied and continually 
changing; they were never monolithic or static.  Identity formation thus, was, and 
continues to be, a process – something that is constantly invented and reinvented and is 
always left open.  It does not obliterate difference, nor is it essentialist, as critics 
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commonly charge.  Rather, identities are strategic, positional, and often ambivalent in 
design.  According to cultural theorist Stuart Hall, they “operate through difference – by 
what is left outside” and function as “fantasies of incorporation.”  Identification, 
therefore, is always “‟too much‟ or „too little‟ – an over-determination or a lack, but 
never a proper fit.”  In exploring identity claims as necessary, though flawed “fantasies of 
incorporation,” this dissertation seeks to understand the assumptions that lesbian and gay 
writers placed in notions of a shared identity and the ideals that informed the debate.  We 
enrich our knowledge of the competing ethical principles that informed late twentieth-
century lesbian and gay politics by zeroing in on how writers with various ideological 
leanings, commercial and political interests, and audiences defined community and 
identity during specific historical moments.  This focus expands our understanding of 
how identity claims function in recent American history.  More than referents, they serve 
as vital tools to supply marginalized people with voices to make their concerns heard and 
challenge the very social conventions that fuel their oppression.
2
 
In invoking the fiction of a shared identity, writers drew from their experiences as 
oppressed minorities to offer readers philosophical and political ideas of liberation.  
These visions of liberation provided readers specific strategies to improve the quality of 
their lives, whether they encouraged them to express their sexuality without shame or 
apology, to become more politically active, or to buy a certain product.  In many 
instances, these visions presented alternate ways of thinking about the world, linking 
                                                 
2
 Stuart Hall, “Introduction: Who Needs Identity?”  in Questions of Cultural Identity, Eds. Stuart Hall and 
Paul du Gay (London, Thousand Oaks, New Dehli: Sage Publications, 1996), 2, 3. 
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ideas of lesbian and gay liberation with broader humanistic pursuits of universal social 
justice.
3
 
This linking of ideas of gay identities with universal social justice was perhaps 
most apparent within discussions of sexual freedom.  This was the area that most eluded 
homosexuals regardless of class, gender, race, or region.  All gay people experienced 
sexual oppression, whether through legal sanction, internalized feelings of gay sexual 
shame, ostracization within one‟s own family or local community, or having to think 
twice before holding hands with a partner while walking down a public street.  
Accordingly, lesbian and gay writers, whether male or female, whether from a major 
urban area or from a small isolated town, whether white or black, emphasized the virtues 
of being free to express one‟s love or erotic desire to someone of the same sex.  Sexual 
freedom, they regularly argued, was not an end in itself; rather, it was a means to express 
one‟s humanity, to share that humanity with others, and a vital component of forging a 
vibrant gay community.  In attempting to liberate readers from sexual oppression, writers 
also cultivated critical dialogues about the place of erotic pleasure in modern America.   
These dialogues routinely expressed the unjust nature of sexual containment rooted in 
heteronormative standards of sexual morality.  Those standards, writers commonly 
maintained, thwarted all people from being free, not just homosexuals. 
Lesbian and gay male writers disagreed, however, over what terms constituted 
sexual freedom.  For many white gay male writers, sexual freedom entailed the removal 
of legal and psychic barriers that prevented gay people from having sex.  Sometimes 
                                                 
3
 Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature & Difference (New York: Routledge, 1989); Craig 
Calhoun, ed., Social Theory and the Politics of Identity (Cambridge, MA and Oxford, UK: Blackwell Press, 
1994). 
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these efforts centered on an overhaul in attitudes about sex; in other instances, they 
focused more narrowly on legal reform.  Either way, lesbian and gay writers tended to 
presume that in promoting sex as a vital human need (which I refer to as “sex-
positivism,”) sexual expression would make all people freer.  Many white lesbian writers 
disagreed over the terms of the relationship between sexual activity and liberation.  
Although sex-positive, too, they tended to emphasize that sex would not be free for them 
and their readers unless issues disproportionately affecting women were also addressed.  
Those issues, which included the persistent threat of rape and sexual violence and the 
objectification of the female body, demanded serious attention, they maintained, if true 
sexual freedom for lesbians was to be achieved.  Black lesbian and gay writers also 
advocated greater sexual agency, but they regularly insisted that the pursuit of pleasure 
would not foster liberation if basic financial resources were lacking.  Sex-positivism was 
not enough by their accounts; liberation required commitment to addressing issues of 
economic and political disparities rooted in race, too.  Taken together, writers‟ 
disagreements over the meaning of sexual freedom and its implications in defining what 
constituted liberation highlight a theme that is central to this dissertation:  the power of 
the myth of the “gay community” to render invisible the very people whose concerns 
claimed to be addressed.  The value and necessity of identity claims among lesbian and 
gay writers did not obviate other elisions and marginalization. 
Another source of contention between lesbian and gay writers was the place of 
consumption and marketing in relation to pursuits of liberation.  All periodicals required 
money to finance operations, including those designated as “non-profit.”  Financial ties, 
whether with advertisers, political organizations, or subscribers, influenced how writers 
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crafted their stories and how those stories were packaged by publishers and editors.  No 
news story, commentary, or editorial was ever a product exclusively of the author‟s 
journalistic work or vision. 
At times, the imprint of commercial pressures on editorial content was substantial.  
This especially held true for widely circulated publications, such as Advocate and Out.  
Until the end of the 1980s, much of Advocate’s revenue came from advertisements for 
gay bars, mail-order companies specializing in homoerotic books and videos, and 
classifieds.  Not coincidentally, the bi-weekly newspaper regularly celebrated gay bars as 
beacons of gay liberation and urged readers to indulge in their sexual fantasies without 
restraint, again in the name of liberation.  When Out began operations in 1992, it defined 
itself as a gay lifestyle magazine.  Out courted an affluent readership through its fashion 
spreads, home decoration tips, suggestions for lush vacation getaways, and entertainment 
news.  It presumed that readership was primarily white and male, too, in donning images 
of chiseled half-naked young white men throughout its pages.  Despite Out’s focus on 
lifestyle issues, the magazine reported and offered commentary on numerous 
contemporary political issues, namely gays in the military, same-sex marriage, and 
debates over the Food and Drug Administration release of new HIV and AIDS 
medications.  In discussing these and other issues, the magazine focused squarely on the 
problem of homosexual oppression, and ignored intersecting concerns related to class, 
gender, or race.
4
 
Writers from periodicals with lower rates of distribution and less advertising 
revenue often criticized large-scale publications such as Advocate and Out for exploiting 
                                                 
4
 Rodger Streitmatter, Unspeakable: The Rise of the Gay and Lesbian Press in America (Boston and 
London: Faber and Faber, 1995), 88. 
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the rhetoric of gay liberation for profit.  Those publications, which included Fag Rag and 
Gay Community News, insisted that the pursuit of gay liberation required commitment to 
increasing the range of opportunities for all individuals without relying on the corrupting 
influences of the market to make that happen.  This argument, which had long-standing 
roots in the lesbian and gay press, has been advanced by numerous contemporary queer 
theorists.  By their accounts, true liberation is a fallacy if it upholds and sustains 
dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions.  Of those assumptions, 
neoliberalism - faith in private enterprise as a primary agent for societal progress – is 
identified as one of the most problematic myths.  Neoliberalism, they charge, ignores the 
relevance of class and racial oppression by resorting to a language of color blindness, 
presuming equality of condition, and failing to attend to structural inequalities other than 
heterosexism.  Investment in the private market as a solution to social ills, in other words, 
benefits only a select few at the expense of many others who cannot compete 
economically.  Despite this long-standing critique, black lesbian and gay writers – the 
very people whom Fag Rag and Gay Community News writers and queer theorists 
claimed have suffered because of neoliberalism – often highlighted economic expansion 
as foundational to their liberation.  Without money, they argued, black lesbians and gay 
men could not build communities of their own and thus had no vehicle to voice their 
concerns publicly.  This finding suggests that prescriptions for liberation often hinge on 
competing ideas of political ideology and economic necessity.
5
 
                                                 
5
 See Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on 
Democracy (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003); David L. Eng, Judith Halberstam, and Jose Esteban Munoz, 
“What‟s Queer About Queer Studies Now?” Social Text 23:3/4 (Fall/Winter 2005): 1-17; Kevin P. Murphy, 
Jason Ruiz, and David Serlin, “Editors‟ Introduction,” Radical History Review 100 (Winter 2008): 1-9; 
David L. Eng, The Feeling of Kinship: Queer Liberalism and the Racialization of Intimacy (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2010). 
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One area that did not elicit much disagreement among lesbian and gay writers was 
over whether gay people should seek to actively challenge dominant social norms.  For 
many of them, the answer to this issue was taken as a given:  because gay people were 
marginalized figures, they should not – and by many accounts, could not – assimilate into 
mainstream society or conform to its values.  They routinely stressed that mainstream, or 
“straight,” society did not have the concerns of gay people foremost in mind and thus was 
unreliable as a resource for gay liberation.  Writers consequently urged readers to develop 
their own institutions, social spaces, and value systems.   
These findings challenge dominant historical understandings of the lesbian and 
gay movement.  By many standard accounts, the movement – which is depicted 
commonly as a monolith – had only had a short stint of radicalism during the last third of 
the twentieth-century.  Supposedly, from the time of the Stonewall riots in 1969 until 
around 1973, when the American Psychiatric Association declassified homosexuality as a 
mental illness, lesbian and gay activists challenged dominant social conventions and 
adopted a vision of liberation that sought to free all individuals, not just homosexuals, 
from institutionalized oppression.  Thereafter, political accommodation, reform, and 
assimilation into mainstream society replaced radicalism.  No longer relegated to the 
fringes of society, lesbian and gay activists allegedly left the streets and abandoned their 
fiery protests as they joined elected officials at bargaining tables in efforts to pass gay 
rights legislation.
6
  The lesbian and gay press, however, did not follow this historical 
                                                 
6
 Prominent examples of this dominant historical narrative include, but are not limited to the following: 
Jeffrey Escoffier, “Fabulous Politics: Gay, Lesbian, and Queer Movements, 1969-1999,” The World the 
Sixties Made: Politics and Culture in Recent America, eds., Van Gosse and Richard Moser (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 2003), 191-218; Elizabeth A. Armstrong, Forging Gay Identities: Organizing 
Sexuality in San Francisco, 1950-1994 (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2002); Craig A. Rimmerman, 
From Identity to Politics: The  Lesbian and Gay Movement in the United States (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2002); Chai R. Feldbrum, “The Federal Gay Rights Bill: From Bella to ENDA,” in John 
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trajectory.  Instead, it provided readers a forum throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s 
and 1990s that vigorously challenged dominant social conventions and defined the 
concerns and interests of lesbians and gay men as necessarily distinct from those of 
straight people.  Scholars overlook the enduring significance of radical, anti-
heteronormative thought in the post-Stonewall lesbian and gay movement when they 
exclude the lesbian and gay press from accounts of lesbian and gay political formation. 
The oppositional, oftentimes radical orientation of the lesbian and gay press was a 
product of its uniqueness as a journalistic form, its intended audience, and the political 
motivations of its writers.  Because lesbian and gay periodicals specifically targeted 
lesbian or gay readers, they could anticipate that audiences were actively seeking news 
stories and perspectives not typically found in mainstream media.  Writers, therefore, had 
license to present news stories, commentaries, editorials, and political cartoons that 
forcefully challenged the status quo. 
Publishers, editors, and writers‟ political motivations amplified these periodicals‟ 
predisposition to be subversive.  Generally, contributors‟ involvement did not center on 
the desire to earn money.  Indeed, for newspapers and magazines smaller than Advocate 
or Out, organizing or contributing to a lesbian or gay periodical was rarely profitable.  
Many prints, including the more well-known kinds such as Lesbian Tide and Gay 
Community News, ran persistent deficits and regularly reserved part of their editorial 
space to beseech readers for donations, whether in the form of checks, used typewriters, 
                                                                                                                                                 
D‟Emilio, William B. Turner, and Urvashi Vaid, eds., Creating Change: Sexuality, Public Policy, and Civil 
Rights (New York: St. Martin‟s Press, 2000), 149-87; Barry D. Adam, The Rise of a Lesbian and Gay 
Movement, 2d Ed. (New York: Twayne, 1995); Steven Seidman, “Identity and Politics in a „Postmodern‟ 
Gay Culture,” Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and Social Theory, ed. Michael Warner 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 110-41. 
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or fax machines, in order to remain in operation.  Many other periodicals did not last 
long:  the vast majority folded within five years or had to reduce the frequency of 
distribution to remain in print.  Of those that circulated longer than five years with 
uninterrupted distribution cycles, circulation figures rarely eclipsed the ten thousand 
mark.  Even then, contributors seldom received substantial money for their work.   
Although the New York Native had one of the highest circulation figures in the early 
1980s at around twenty thousand copies per issue, it paid its medical reporter Dr. James 
D‟Eramo, a thirty-five year old infectious disease doctor, only $100 for a feature length 
story on the latest scientific findings about the AIDS epidemic.  D‟Eramo‟s 
compensation, though slight, was rare.  Many contributors did not get paid for either 
writing or editing for a periodical, prompting frequent staff turnovers and thereby 
complicating the already considerable challenges that lesbian and gay publications faced.  
By and large, then, individuals who contributed to the production of a particular lesbian 
or gay periodical, whether as a publisher, editor, or writer, did so primarily as activists 
with the goal of informing readers about gay-related news and events and creating critical 
dialogues that they believed would be of interest or of importance.
7
 
For all its unique challenges and its regular financial difficulties, gay periodicals 
were central to the shaping of lesbian and gay culture and politics from the late 1960s 
through the early 1990s.  The number of these publications in print soared during this 
time due to advancements in printing technology and reduced costs for purchasing the 
                                                 
7
 Discussion of D‟Eramo is from James Kinsella, Covering the Plague: AIDS and the American Media 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1989), 27-28.  $100 in 2009 figures equals $220.28 
according to “The Inflation Calculator” from http://www.westegg.com/inflation/infl.cgi, accessed March 
13, 2011.  Notable examples of periodicals that primarily sought to elicit profits include Advocate, 
Esplanade, and Out.  For more about the challenges lesbian and gay periodicals faced in retaining a regular 
distribution cycle, see Streitmatter, Unspeakable. 
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necessary tools for publication, such as electric typewriters, mimeograph machines, and 
photocopiers.  From 1965 to mid-1969, total lesbian and gay periodical circulation 
figures increased ten-fold from about five thousand to fifty thousand issues.  At least 150 
different publications began circulation in 1972, a figure that continued to rise throughout 
the 1970s and into the 1980s and 1990s.  Many of these periodicals came from major 
cities such as Boston, Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, and Washington D.C.  
Beginning in the late 1970s, however, monthly and weekly publications began to appear 
in all regions of the United States.  In all, forty-seven states had at least one periodical 
based within its borders by the end of the 1980s.  Periodicals also became more 
specialized over time.  In the late 1970s and 1980s, publications directed at black lesbian 
and gay readers began to surface, as did lesbian and gay prints targeting the elderly, the 
overweight, and individuals with preferences for sadomasochism and other non-
normative sexual acts.  Altogether, at least 2,600 different lesbian and gay periodicals in 
the United States circulated from 1969 to 1990.
8
 
The last third of the twentieth-century also marked a decisive break from the style 
of lesbian and gay activism that dominated the 1950s and 1960s.  In that previous period, 
known as the Homophile era, activists and writers primarily advocated legal reform and 
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identified homosexuals as a political interest group.  Beginning in the late 1960s and into 
the early 1970s, a new generation of lesbian and gay activists drew inspiration from the 
radical politics of the New Left, the women‟s movement, the black civil rights 
movement, and the anti-war movement to declare their homosexuality without apology.  
That novel strategy of “coming out,” which became a defining feature of the post-
Stonewall period, emphasized the naturalness of homosexuality and linked the 
experiences of being lesbian and gay in American society with broader humanistic 
projects for liberation.  The forging of gay identities with articulation of questions of 
social justice marked a radical departure from previous depictions of homosexuality.  
Lesbian and gay periodicals were principle purveyors of this new form of thought.
9
 
The few academic works that have analyzed the lesbian and gay press‟ rich 
archives have highlighted how these publications helped inform readers about where to 
meet other lesbians and gay men, their importance in disseminating gay related news and 
political awareness to mass audiences, and their role in fostering a metropolitan gay 
consumer aesthetic.  This dissertation draws from lesbian and gay periodicals with a 
different methodological aim in mind.  Using a discursive analysis, it explores how 
writers used the written word, or image, to define a particular set of norms and values 
rooted in lesbian and gay identities.  In presenting these narratives, writers instructed 
readers how to comprehend their sexualities in relation to other components of their 
identity and what sorts of norms, values, and commitments their sexualities connoted.  
                                                 
9
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Claims to a shared lesbian or gay identity or community were crucial to these efforts 
because they provided writers with a reference point to unify readers around a system of 
beliefs anchored by the sense of a common experience as marginalized subjects.  Critical 
insight into the ethical assumptions of these writers sheds valuable light onto the beliefs 
that drove debates over gay liberation and gay rights in late twentieth-century America.
10
 
A focus on lesbian and gay periodicals also shows the limits of the use of the gay 
community as a signifier.   Although nearly all of the writers I refer to self-identified as 
“lesbian” or “gay,” they approached their writing with varying commercial and political 
motivations, conflicting ideas of what liberation constituted and what the “movement” 
encompassed, and diverse backgrounds rooted in class, gender, racial, and regional 
differences.  These differences informed the expansiveness and texture of lesbian and gay 
thought in the late twentieth-century America and how writers either united or divided on 
ideas about what the gay community entailed and which issues it ought to pursue. 
Chronologically, this dissertation ends in the middle of the 1990s when the 
internet ended the golden age of lesbian and gay print publishing.  Although gay and 
lesbian prints are still published today – with some, such as Out and the lesbian magazine 
Curve, circulating in large numbers – they, like all periodicals today, struggle to survive.  
The internet has transformed the production and reception of lesbian and gay-related 
writings.  Because of blogs, twitter, and online magazine website discussion boards, 
                                                 
10
 Streitmatter, Unspeakable; Meeker, Contacts Desired; Katherine Sender, “Gay Readers, Consumers, and 
a Dominant Gay Habitus: 25 Years of the Advocate Magazine,” Journal of Communication 51.1 (March 
2001): 73-99.  On the use of words to instruct or to encourage some act, see J. L. Austin, How to Do Things 
with Words: The William James Lectures delivered at Harvard University in 1955, ed., J.O. Urmson 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1962); James W. Carey, Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society 
(New York: Routledge, 1988).  For a critical discussion of the use of claims to a shared identity or 
community as political strategy see Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin 
and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983); Michael Warner, Publics and Counterpublics (New 
York: Zone Books, 2002). 
 
  
  
14 
 
anyone now can participate in discussions on a wide array of different issues, making the 
distinction between author and audience more blurred than ever.  In fundamentally 
altering the circulation of gay-related news, views, and information, the advent of the 
internet has transformed discussions of the meaning of identity in modern society.   
Alongside changes in the forms and forums of gay-related information was a 
sweeping transformation in attitudes about homosexuality and the state of gay rights in 
the United States.  An Associated Press-National Constitution Center Poll conducted in 
August 6 to 10, 2010 indicated that fifty-two percent of respondents answered that the 
federal government should grant legal recognition to marriages between couples of the 
same sex, while forty-six percent opposed such legal recognition.  The results marked the 
first time that the annual poll showed a majority of respondents favoring legal recognition 
of same-sex marriage.  As of March 2011, five states – Connecticut, Iowa, 
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont – and Washington D.C. legally recognized 
same-sex marriages.  This mainstreaming of gay culture helped move conversations 
about sexual liberation, the ethics of sex and consumption, and claims about universal 
social justice out of homosexual discourse, suggesting that the last fifteen years represent 
a new phase in lesbian and gay history.
11
 
Each of the five chapters in this dissertation examines writers‟ responses to a 
particular historical moment from the late 1960s through the mid-1990s.  The first two 
chapters explore the concept of liberation in the early 1970s from two different 
perspectives:  the first from gay male writers, the second from lesbian and radical 
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feminist-identified writers.  Each chapter draws specifically from periodicals based in 
Los Angeles, a city whose blend of commercial entertainment, political activism, and 
sprawling geography made it fertile ground for both lesbian and gay publishing and 
oftentimes contentious discussions of the meaning of liberation in the wake of the 
Stonewall riots and the beginnings of lesbian feminism. 
Next, I analyze how lesbian and gay writers from Boston discussed ideas of 
liberation and community identity in the context of national debates over gay rights and 
child endangerment.  Those issues became synonymous with one another for many 
Americans in the late 1970s in large part due to national media reporting on Anita 
Bryant‟s “Save Our Children” campaign.  That campaign, which lasted from the 
beginning of 1977 through the middle of 1978, advanced the argument that lesbian and 
gay men should not be granted legal protection because they threatened the welfare of 
children, morally, psychologically, and sometimes physically as pedophiles.  In the wake 
of the panic, a group of men from Boston publicly declared their erotic desire for boys.  
Although the group they formed, the National Man Boy Love Association, was small in 
size, its establishment generated vigorous discussions in Boston gay periodicals over the 
meaning and boundaries of gay liberation, and whether its principles ought to apply to 
unpopular homosexual minorities. 
The fourth chapter covers the mid- to late-1980s, the apex of the AIDS crisis in 
the United States.  Using a comparative analysis between gay male and lesbian 
periodicals based in two very different locations – New York City and North Carolina – it 
shows how region and gender, alongside sexuality, informed writers‟ attitudes about the 
AIDS epidemic and sexual behavior.  As with the other chapters, it highlights how 
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writers strategically employed the concept of a gay or lesbian shared identity, or 
community to instruct readers how to act politically and make sense of their everyday 
lives.  Specifically, it shows how writers used gay identity claims to promote sexual 
activity as an essential component of humanity and integral to psychic survival in the age 
of AIDS.  Despite this shared belief on the benefits of promoting sex-positivism, writers 
disagreed on what that ideology entailed in practice due to their differing experiences and 
perspectives rooted in their gender and regional identities. 
Finally, I explore how the concept of gay liberation acquired new meanings when 
defined from the perspective of black lesbian and gay male writers.  Situating my 
analysis in the first half of the 1990s, the final chapter shows how the ascendance of the 
black lesbian and gay press and growing visibility of gay marketing campaigns provoked 
black lesbian and gay writers to express their discontentment with “the gay community” 
as a concept and how it raised critical discussions of racial and class oppression.  This 
chapter underscores a theme present throughout this dissertation:  how notions of 
oppression and liberation among lesbian and gay writers differed, sometimes bitterly, 
because their experiences and understandings of these concepts were not monolithic even 
though they were regularly depicted as so. 
Taken together, these chapters provide a critical historical analysis of the use of 
identity claims in lesbian and gay periodicals.  I use the word “critical” because it 
challenges conventional thinking about the historical significance of identity claims in 
modern America.  Identity claims are necessary fantasies of incorporation.  They are 
politically and commercially determined.  They are inherently malleable products of a 
particular time and place.  As signifiers whose meanings shift in the effort to liberate 
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marginalized people from their subject conditions, identity claims are queer concepts in 
both form and function.  Yet, just as they provide public voices to the silenced, identity 
claims create new terms of exclusion and marginalization.  The simultaneous opening up 
and shutting out of voices and concerns through the act of identification is a central 
paradox that frames the discussions to follow. 
Critical analysis into the complexities of identity formation in modern America is 
needed in light of the subject‟s persistent dismissal in both the academic world and in 
mainstream society.  Scholars have charged that identity claims are problematic because 
they are rooted more on exclusion than inclusion, thereby concealing the various other 
ways identities are constituted.  The demarcation of a black community, by this 
understanding, privileges race as the primary marker of difference at the expense of other 
signifiers, such as gender or sexuality.   Scholars also have complained that 
preoccupation with identity distracts the left from focusing on the real problem:  the 
underlying cultural, economic, and political structures that generate social inequality.  
Taken together, scholars have claimed that broad campaigns for social justice have 
unraveled in large part due to the domination of identity in American political discourse 
during the last forty years.  These criticisms, though common, dismiss the social realities 
that make the use of identity claims politically necessary while they minimize the 
complexities of identity formation into a crude exercise of essentialism.
12
 
Concerns about the use of identity claims and the recognition of cultural 
difference played out dramatically during the 2009 Senate Confirmation Hearings of 
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prospective Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor.  Throughout the hearings, 
Republican Senators Tom Coburn, John Cornyn, Jon Kyl, Charles Grassley, Orrin Hatch, 
and Jeff Sessions, all of whom were white men, interrogated the fifty-four year old Puerto 
Rican woman about her abilities to rule impartially and not grant Latinos special legal 
privileges.  The root of the six Senators‟ critiques and their eventual decision to oppose 
Sotomayor‟s nomination centered on a comment that she made during a 2001 University 
of California School of Law symposium.  That comment, “I would hope that a wise 
Latina woman with the richness of her experiences would, more often than not, reach a 
better conclusion than a white male who hasn't lived that life,” became the centerpiece of 
the confirmation hearings, rather than her twenty-five years of judicial experience.  Not 
surprisingly, given the barrage of criticisms she received, Sotomayor apologized for her 
remarks, indicating that she was simply trying to motivate young Latinas to pursue legal 
careers.
13
 
In opting not to defend her statement, however, an opportunity was missed.  As 
the writings in so many lesbian and gay periodicals indicate, the experiences and 
worldviews of marginalized people warrant specific attention because they offer 
perspectives not generally reflected in dominant culture.   If the marginalized remain 
unheard or if the richness of their experiences is minimized as simply different, then the 
status quo remains unchallenged; it stays middle class, white, male, and heterosexual.  
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This acknowledgment was important in the late twentieth-century.  It remains equally 
significant today. 
  
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1 
 
 Gay Liberation, Unmarked Privilege, and the Construction of Queer Consumerism  
In Early 1970s America 
 
 
In 1969, John Embry, Cliff Letteri, Duane Moller, Larry Townsend, and 
numerous other gay men living in Los Angeles formed the Homophile Effort for Legal 
Protection.  H.E.L.P. Incorporated, as it was coined, provided bail bonds and lawyer 
referrals to members arrested for alleged homosexual activity.  It was also an ardent 
champion for the repeal of sex laws, lobbying state and local officials to overturn statutes 
prohibiting consenting homosexual adults from engaging in sexual activity with one 
another.  Like the hundreds of other local gay organizations that formed at the end of the 
1960s and in the beginning of the 1970s, H.E.L.P. operated under the assumption that gay 
adults should be allowed to live as they deemed fit, just as any heterosexual adult should.  
In working to implement this vision, H.E.L.P. emerged as one of the foot soldiers in the 
fight for gay liberation.
14
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Figure 1-1:  “What Sort of Man Reads Drummer?” H.E.L.P. Drummer, November 15, 1972, 5. 
International Gay Information Center, New York Public Library. 
                                                                                                                                                 
groups pleaded for the sexual rights of adolescents and in some cases children, declaring age of consent 
laws arbitrary.  H.E.L.P., however, explicitly called for the rights of homosexual adults.  Chapter three of 
my dissertation explores the politics of age of consent laws and man-boy love in greater depth. 
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But gay liberation for whom and at what costs?  In Drummer, one of two 
periodicals published by H.E.L.P. in effort to raise organization funds, a November 15, 
1972 subscription advertisement identified a select segment of the Los Angeles gay male 
community as its targeted audience.  (Figure 1-1, above).  That segment, as the ad‟s 
image and text revealed, included men with disposable incomes and sophisticated tastes.  
“What sort of man reads Drummer?” the advertisement asked above an image of two 
men literally engulfed in money.  The answer:  “He‟s a swinger most likely ... more 
affluent that his hetero counterpart, with spending money in his jeans to exercise his 
above-average taste in clothing, dining, motorcars and his home.”  Before concluding 
with an appeal to help fund H.E.L.P. by subscribing to Drummer, the advertisement 
proclaimed the benefits of reading the magazine:  “Fun, friends, fashion, fine food, and 
drink are basic to his unique way of life.  Chances are, you‟ll reach him on the pages of 
DRUMMER.  You‟ll find he‟ll respond.”15 
This advertisement, coupled with the newspaper‟s almost exclusive emphasis on 
police entrapment and sex law reform as featured political issues alongside images of 
scantily clad and naked white men with chiseled faces and bodies, indicate that while 
Drummer may have touted itself an advocate of gay liberation, its vision of liberation 
emphasized certain audiences.  In the early 1970s, numerous other Los Angeles based 
gay male periodicals, including the Advocate, California Scene, and H.E.L.P. 
Incorporated Newsletter, vigorously pushed readers to celebrate their sexualities without 
apology and to fight for sex law reform.  Yet, these publications, like Drummer, 
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articulated a vision of gay liberation that either jettisoned or discredited class, gender, and 
race as agents of oppression in three key ways:  first, by highlighting heterosexism and 
homophobia as sole concerns to the gay community; second, by defining gay liberation in 
terms of consumption; that is, as the freedom to fulfill one‟s desires without restraint; and 
third, by declaring laws and sexual repression, but not economic inequality, as obstacles 
to this vision, which were presumed to be limitless, or race or gender, because audiences 
were presumed to be white and male.  White middle class male privilege, finally, was 
solidified through racialized and class-coded imagery. 
My selected periodicals all hail from Los Angeles, a city that has received only 
cursory attention from lesbian and gay studies scholars until recently.
16
  Much of this 
scholarly negligence seems attributable to the city‟s lack of a major gay neighborhood, 
until the development of West Hollywood as a gay enclave in the late 1970s and 1980s.  
Yet, as geographer Moira Rachel Kenney argues, Los Angeles‟s centerless urban form 
allowed for the creation of multiple gay community spaces with varying political 
affiliations.  Los Angeles was home to some of the most well-organized lesbian feminist 
and gay liberationist activist organizations in the country. The city‟s bent for commercial 
entertainment also created a breeding ground for gay (generally male) targeted 
businesses:  gay bars, bathhouses, discos, and film studios were prominent throughout the 
city.  The mixture of an active political scene coupled with a vibrant gay commercial 
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industry helped make Los Angeles one of the largest – if not the largest – gay publishing 
centers in the country during the early 1970s.   Advocate, California Scene, H.E.L.P. 
Incorporated Newsletter, and H.E.L.P. Incorporated Drummer were four of the most 
popular gay periodicals circulating in the city at the time.
17
 
The four periodicals I have selected were all commercially successful and 
exhibited similar editorial content.  Advocate boasted a circulation of 40,000 to 70,000 
readers per issue from 1969 to 1972, making it the most commercially successful 
periodical of its time.  California Scene indicated that it had reached a readership of 
10,000 in its summer 1975 issue.  Figures of H.E.L.P. Incorporated Newsletter and 
H.E.L.P. Incorporated Drummer are unknown, but their duration in print suggests their 
commercial success.  H.E.L.P. Incorporated Newsletter circulated from 1970 to 1972 
before being supplanted by H.E.L.P. Incorporated Drummer.  In 1975, Drummer became 
an independent entertainment magazine, remaining in print until 1999.
18
 
These four publications, with their blend of political reporting, outreach, and 
entertainment, collectively represent part of what historians have referred to as the second 
generation of gay periodical publishing, supplanting leading homophile prints like the 
Mattachine Review, Ladder, and ONE, which folded in 1966, 1970, and 1972, 
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respectively.  Other periodicals, such as Come Out!, Fag Rag, Gay Sunshine, and Lesbian 
Tide, were also part of this second generation but, unlike publications such as the 
Advocate, were committed to what literary scholar Scott Herring has called “Gay 
Liberation Front politics that engaged with concurrent critiques of racial, imperial, and 
capitalist norms.”  Herring argues convincingly that scholars have drawn 
disproportionately from these radical gay liberation publications along with statements 
from some of the more radical activist groups of the day to characterize the early 1970s 
as a revolutionary, though fleeting moment in lesbian and gay history.  In placing the 
Advocate in conversation with two queer journals he describes as “anti-heteronormative, 
anti-urban, and anti-middle class,” his work challenges this interpretation and illuminates 
the complex, contested terrain of 1970s lesbian and gay politics.
19
 
Yet, Herring misses a critical opportunity to deepen our understanding of the 
ways in which gay liberation ideology influenced reporting in a commercially successful 
newspaper such as the Advocate.  By his account, the Advocate’s unbridled embrace of 
queer consumerism made it unambiguously a lifestyle newspaper, or, as he put it, a “‟cha 
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cha‟ gay publication.”  Like many lesbian and gay studies scholars, Herring presumed a 
rigid distinction between “gay lifestyle” and “gay liberation.”  For the writers and 
activists of the day, however, these concepts merged seamlessly, providing them with a 
usable vocabulary to naturalize privilege and oppression based on class, gender, and race 
in the service of “gay liberation.”  In highlighting this overlooked rhetorical strategy, this 
chapter shows how the concept of gay liberation served as a medium for both 
democratization and marginalization.  In advancing this argument, it challenges 
characterizations of the early 1970s as “radical” and cautions against the scholarly 
reification of gay liberation as a concept to define the period.
20
 
 
This is Liberation 
A possible reason why scholars may have overlooked more conservative uses of 
gay liberation ideology could be attributed to the language writers and activists used to 
describe their politics.  Advocate columnist Shannon Wells, like many of his colleagues, 
wrote adamantly in support of homosexual revolution in the aftermath of the Stonewall 
riots.  If a revolution were to occur, he asked, “Are you ready?  An event of this 
magnitude would attract newsmen and television cameras (isn‟t that the objective?).  Are 
you ready for the folks back home to see you shining, smiling on the tube?  Is it a dream?  
It could happen.  It may well happen – and in the near future.  Are you ready?”21  Such 
calls to arms were big on grandeur but hazy on details.  He insisted that the proposed 
                                                 
20
 Herring, “Into the Woods,” 341-71.  Other examples of works on gay periodical this bifurcate “gay 
liberation” and “gay lifestyle” include Streitmatter, Unspeakable; Katherine Sender, “Gay Readers, 
Consumers, and a Dominant Gay Habitus: Twenty-five Years of the „Advocate‟ Magazine,” Journal of 
Communication 51:1 (2001): 73-99. 
21
 Shannon Wells, “Are You Ready?” Los Angeles Advocate, December, 1969, 12. 
  
  
27 
 
revolution be nonviolent but did not explain its actual appearance or core objectives.  
Would the protestors fight for any particular issues?  Would it center on sexual 
orientation exclusively, or would it incorporate concerns based on other identified forms 
of oppression? 
For all their vagueness, however, these statements were quite radical for the time 
they were written.  In the early 1970s, homosexuality was deemed a medical disorder by 
the American Psychiatric Association and was classified as illegal in over forty states.  In 
the mainstream press, homosexuality was frequently condemned and ridiculed in mass-
circulated publications.  The New York Times used sterile language in its six-inch, one 
column report on the Stonewall riots, but framed the clash as an attack on the police who 
simply were doing their jobs.  “Thirteen persons were arrested and four policemen were 
injured,” the story read.  “The young men threw bricks, bottles, garbage, pennies, and a 
parking meter at the policemen, who had a search warrant authorizing them to investigate 
reports that liquor was sold illegally at the bar.”  Village Voice reporter Lucien Truscott 
IV‟s account was brusquer, and far more incendiary.  Truscott described the riots as “the 
forces of faggotry” and its participants as “fags” and “blatant queens” who fought the 
New York Police, “the city‟s finest,” with their “limp wrists and primped hair.”  New 
York Daily News reporter Jerry Lisker went even further in characterizing rioters as 
sexual inverts.  His story opened: 
She sat there with her legs crossed, the lashes of her mascara-coated eyes beating 
like the wings of a humming bird.  She was angry.  She was so upset she hadn‟t 
bothered to shave.  A day old stubble was beginning to push through the pancake 
makeup.  She was a he.  A queen of Christopher Street.  Last weekend the queens 
had turned commandos bra-strap to bra-strap against an invasion of the helmeted 
Tactical Patrol Force.
22
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Publications like Advocate, California Scene, and Drummer forcefully rejected these 
negative stereotypes.  In extolling the virtues of community, pride, and resistance, they 
sought to supplant these representations with their own definitions of what it meant to be 
gay in American society. 
In a column for California Scene, H.E.L.P. Incorporated Newsletter and 
Drummer Publisher Larry Townsend defined one of the central aims of the movement for 
gay liberation as the effort to eschew “the same repressive cultural attitudes that have 
produced the ill will displayed by our fellow citizens.”   He added, “Many of us feel 
guilty because we are homosexual, and many of us would loathe to admit our proclivities 
even if we knew it would not (or under some new laws could not) result in any serious 
financial of career difficulties.”  Townsend believed that the best way to attack repressive 
cultural attitudes was by challenging laws that stigmatized homosexuality, yet, like many 
other writers throughout the gay press, he maintained that liberation derived ultimately 
from self-acceptance of one‟s sexuality.23 
The theme of self-acceptance was commonly presented through the concept of 
pride.  Advocate cartoons drew this sentiment frequently, underscoring pride in one‟s 
sexuality as basic to liberation.  One image from a January 1970 issue presented gay 
pride as a triumphant narrative of fearlessness in the face of oppression.  That image 
played off the masculine heroism of Joe Rosenthal‟s famous photograph, “Raising the 
Flag of Iwo Jima,” in describing the U.S. Marines and applied it to gay liberation (Figure 
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1-2, below).  “Pride,” according to the Advocate, united people from diverse 
backgrounds, too.  In a cartoon entitled “The Proud Americans” (Figure 1-3, below), 
blacks, Asians, whites, women, and transgender individuals from various classes walked 
arm in arm in celebration of their shared pride of being gay.  In both images, the message 
was clear:  if you are gay, “come out” and join the rest of us; the gay community 
welcomes you, regardless of your background or political views.  
Such images enabled periodicals like the Advocate to present themselves as 
inclusive and tolerant of divergent viewpoints.  Indeed, from late 1969 through the first 
half of 1970, Advocate writers tended to proclaim their neutrality on internecine disputes.  
In an article about gay militancy on the Berkeley campus of the University of California, 
Don Jackson discussed feuds between the reformist Society for Individual Rights (SIR) 
and the radical Committee for Homosexual Freedom (CHF), a newly formed group that  
 
 
Figure 1-2:  “We‟re Not Afraid Anymore,”    Figure 1-3:  “The Proud Americans,” Advocate, 
Los Angeles Advocate, January 1970, 22.    June 9-22, 1971, 24. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.    Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
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linked gay liberation with dissent for the Vietnam War and opposition to capitalism.  
Jackson applauded CHF activists for their “great dedication and energy” which carried “a 
vital influence in the homophile [gay] movement.”24  He did not explain that “vital 
influence,” however, and ultimately concluded that the SIR and the CHF both benefited 
the movement.  “Many points of view are represented in the gay liberation movement,” 
he wrote.  “There is no unanimous viewpoint, but there is a consensus of ideas on many 
points.”25 
 H.E.L.P. Incorporated Newsletter offered similarly opaque commentary when it 
reported on the January 1972 California Conference on Sex Law Reform.  Describing the 
primary purpose of the conference as an attempt to unite “our Gay Community in support 
of sexual law reform,” the newsletter characterized attendants as amicable and 
disciplined.  “Despite the diverse interests and backgrounds of [the] conference speakers 
and the groups they represented,” it stated, “the general tone was one of unity and each 
expressed the determination that the conference would not go back to the way of past 
efforts, ending in chaos, petty bickering, and eventual impotence.”  Significantly, the 
article never identified what those “diverse interests and backgrounds” constituted; rather 
that everyone participating acknowledged the need to put aside “petty” grievances in 
support of sex law reform.  Sex law reform, not coincidentally, was one of the two 
political issues (the other being police entrapment) that the newsletter advocated.  The 
piece concluded with a statement that insinuated the universal appeal of sex law reform 
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as a political priority for all gay people:  “It is time we all recognized that despite the 
many variations of gay life-styles, be it men or women (or something in-between), there 
is one common goal toward which all of us could work ... legal reform, and after that, 
social acceptance.”  Although the article never mentioned how these efforts would be 
carried out, it nonetheless asked readers to join the campaign:  “We now need your 
support more than ever, and we will be contacting you to ask that you give it to us.”26 
Beneath the veneer of neutrality and the insinuation that writers sought the 
liberation of all gay people, however, were pointed views about whose values and which 
ideas benefited the community, and which ones did not.  Neutrality in the Advocate began 
to dissipate in the second half of 1970 when local chapters of radical activist groups, 
including the Gay Liberation Front (GLF), spread throughout the country in late 1970 and 
writing on gay liberation increasingly demanded total overhaul of dominant social norms.  
In a August 19-September 1, 1970 column of “Angeles on the News,” longtime 
homophile activist and former ONE writer Jim Kepner offered a scathing indictment of 
radical gay liberationists.  “Lacking any sense of reason, strategy, or decency,” he 
declared, “[they] land their blows almost invariably on friend instead of foe, with the 
frequent result that most of the gains are wiped out just at the moment.”  In their attempt 
to condemn oppression, he added, “they themselves take on a pig mentality.”  Kepner 
kept his criticism generic.  He did not identify specific leaders, groups, or modes of 
activism.  The one exception:  gay activists who criticized capitalism.  These so-called 
“Marxist Gays,” he stated: 
just recently out of their closets, … rate the objectives of Gay Liberation as 
secondary to their Quixotic campaign against capitalism. And since little 
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capitalists make safer targets than big capitalists, they end up doing the police‟s 
dirty work, trying to close the nearest gay bar.
27
 
 
For Kepner and other Advocate contributors, gay activists who opposed capitalism, and 
their resistance to gay bars in particular, disrupted movement efforts to achieve gay 
liberation because they denied gay people what they really wanted.  Gay bars, an 
anonymous Advocate editorial declared, provide “a service that we need and we want.”  
In gay bars, it continued, “a new life opened up; love, satisfaction, and fulfillment 
entered; and we knew happiness we had never known before.  And so, in a sense, gay 
bars have been in the business of „liberating‟ for a long, long time, before our new 
liberators arrived on the scene.”28 
Indeed, gay bars, since the 1930s, provided gay people with a unique outlet to 
socialize with other gay people.  Gay bars were the gay community, so to speak.  But 
they were not the haven of liberation the author suggested.  Police raided these bars 
frequently, and many were not gay owned.  The Stonewall Inn, the site of the Stonewall 
riots for instance, was mafia owned.  Far from providing an arena of sexual freedom, 
owners monitored the patrons‟ behaviors closely.  Actions deemed sexually 
inappropriate, however determined, could initiate a call to the police and eventual 
arrest.
29
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Furthermore, trendy gay bars often excluded individuals who did not conform to a 
certain standard of physical attractiveness.  People of color were especially subject to 
being turned away at the door.  Mark Haile, a reporter from BLK, a black gay periodical 
that circulated from 1988 to 1994, recalled that gay clubs and bars routinely asked non-
white men for three pieces of picture identification in order, in his words, “to keep the ... 
[place] from getting too dark.”  Lesbians, who had few bars to claim their own, seldom 
were admitted into gay male bars.
30
 
The Advocate never mentioned these issues, nor did it acknowledge that gay bar 
advertisements represented the newspaper‟s largest source of revenue after 
advertisements for mail-order companies specializing in homoerotic books and films.  
Rather than reflect critically on the place of gay bars in the movement, the newspaper 
decried critics as both wrong and, worse, inane.  One political cartoon (Figure 1-4, 
below), for example, showed protestors in front of a gay bar yelling at, even intimidating, 
men about to enter.  While the protestors shouted frantically, “Don‟t be oppressed!  Be 
yourselves!  Don‟t go in there!” (suggesting that gay bars encouraged a homogenization 
of gay culture), patrons reveled, seemingly unaware or unconcerned with the protestors‟ 
antics.  The image insinuated not only that protestors were part of the political fringe and 
that their views were not taken seriously, but that they did not know how to have a good 
time.
31
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Figure 1-4:  Buckshot, “Don‟t‟ Be Oppressed!  Be Yourselves!  Don‟t Go In There!!” 
Advocate, Aug. 19-Sept. 1, 1970, 18. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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 Yet, good times were to be had on certain premises only, namely the gay bar, 
bathhouse, and in the privacy of one‟s bedroom.  Popular gay cruising areas, such as 
“parks, alleys, restrooms, and derelict buildings are favored by only the foolish,” declared 
a fall 1973 California Scene editorial.  “There are baths, bars, clubs, and organizations 
where men can get together without fear of harassment or public outrage. ... Now, with 
the pressure off the bars and clubs around the state, increased attention is being paid to 
the parks and toilets.  The moral is clear:  if horny go elsewhere.  The choice has never 
been better.”  The logic of the argument made sense.  Because of the work of such 
organizations as H.E.L.P. and the Tavern Guild, a supporting association of gay bar 
owners and liquor wholesalers, instances of police entrapment in places such as gay bars 
and bathhouses had declined significantly from their rates in the beginning of the decade.  
Logically, more police attention would be devoted towards other less protected cruising 
areas.
32
 
 California Scene’s praise of gay bars and bathhouses, however, was also 
influenced by matters other than safety.  In another editorial, published two years earlier, 
the author criticized Advocate reporter Alexander Wolcott for writing an anonymous 
letter to his own newspaper which “voiced a complaint against a certain bath in Los 
Angeles.”  The editorial scolded Wolcott for “unsporting conduct” and “poor journalistic 
ethics” and proclaimed that “he has become the bane of many businessmen about town 
[for] demanding preferential treatment in the way of free meals and free entry to 
functions.”  The bulk of the editorial, however, denounced Wolcott and Advocate editors 
for attacking a gay business.  “One would have expected its editors to show more concern 
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for the day-to-day problems of gay business folk – such as those connected with baths in 
question, which has been a longtime advertiser in all the gay papers.”  It continued: 
Printing such mischievous and petty charges helps no one, even if true.  Such lack 
of responsibility to the very community which gave the Advocate its start (often 
with voluntary labor) can most charitably be ascribed to a lack of contact with a 
segment of that same community.  When people are in trouble it‟s time to help (by 
suppressing such vindictive letters, for example), not to pillory them.
33
 
 
By this logic, “good journalism” sometimes meant withholding the truth, especially if the 
source of the news came from one of its major financial providers.  Of course, this should 
not be surprising.  Even the most respected news outlets modified reporting in order to 
satisfy advertisers.   What is surprising is that such a statement was made:  that support 
for gay commerce outweighed journalistic candor. 
Such statements indicate that periodicals like California Scene envisioned “the 
gay community” as a fledgling entity that needed to be protected and empowered at all 
costs.  Thus, writers cautioned readers to focus only on problems that affected gay people 
directly in the name of pragmatism.  “Is it desirable, or even practical, for every 
organization – gay or straight – to cover the complete spectrum of national and world 
issue?” one Advocate editorial asked.  “Is it not better, simply from the standpoint of 
accomplishing something at all, for each citizen to join and work in several different 
groups, each of which limits the scope of its activities?”  A political cartoon next to the 
editorial (Figure 1-5, below) suggested that broader efforts for social liberation would 
offset campaigns for “gay liberation.”  In the chaotic scene, “gay radicals” scurry to take 
up every leftist cause within their grasp, including resistance to United States occupation 
in Vietnam, women‟s liberation, and black empowerment.  Meanwhile, they ignore the 
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Figure 1-5:  Buckshot, “Aren‟t You Guys Jumping on the Wrong Bandwagon?” 
Advocate, Sept. 30-Oct. 13, 1970, 18. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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core issues affecting gay people, namely job discrimination, the absence of tax breaks for 
gay couples, and most of all homophobic sex laws, which is featured prominently in the 
form of a disgruntled, yet composed man in the lower right hand corner holding a 
“Change Sex-Laws Now!” sign.  The composed man, in fact, is the anchor of reason in 
the image.  He is the only individual who could see past the fanaticism and disorder to 
advocate for what needs to get done to improve the actual everyday lives of gay people.   
By contrast, the radicals appear unhinged as they pursue an agenda that for all of its 
spectacle pushes the gay movement off-course.  Significantly, what makes gay radicals 
“radical,” unhinged, and bad for the movement, according to the cartoon, is that they seek 
to expand the scope of gay liberation to encompass issues of gender, racial equality, and 
anti-imperialism.  Because of its dearth of resources, as depicted by the image of the ram-
shackled bandwagon of the “Homophile Movement,” money and energy could not be 
squandered on these supposedly tangential concerns.  Gay people needed to expend 
resources on homosexual liberation, not on the liberation of all humankind.
34
 
This rejection of the broadening of the scope of “gay liberation” to include 
injustices other than those based on being gay appeared in the Advocate’s news coverage, 
too.   Reporter David L. Aiken applauded the participation of lesbians and gay men at an 
anti-war protest in Washington, but did not explain how their views of gay liberation 
merged with their opposition to the Vietnam War and other issues.  Aiken discussed the 
possible number of gay people present and the approximate number of those arrested 
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among the estimated 200,000 persons protestors, theories as to why the president of a 
leading Washington gay activist organization was one of the last people to speak at the 
protests, and a few incidents in which gays faced harassment by straight protestors, but he 
provided no specific mention of what any of the gay anti-war protestors actually 
protested.  Aiken noted, for instance, that “seven members of the Washington GLF were 
arrested at a demonstration in front of the South Vietnamese Embassy” without 
explaining the content of their complaints and the charges for which they were arrested.  
Aiken did indicate, however, that “[w]ith the help of others who raised money for bail at 
several gay bars, most of those who were arrested were out the following day.”35 
Thus, at a time when many gay activists and writers expanded the breadth of their 
critiques beyond the confines of sexual oppression to include other perceived social 
injustices, the Advocate focused increasingly on discrete, expressly gay themed political 
battles.  The newspaper, for example, dedicated extensive coverage to the Brown Bill, a 
piece of legislation introduced by California Assemblyman Willie Brown designed to 
decriminalize consensual sex between adults within the state.  From the time of its 
announcement in January 1970, to its eventual defeat in October 1971, the newspaper 
regularly featured news stories about the bill on its front pages and included editorials 
urging readers to express their support of the measure.  The Advocate even included an 
explanation of the reasons each assembly member offered for his or her vote.  The 
bylines “the fearless yeas” and “the fearful neas” indicated where the newspaper‟s 
sympathies lied.
36
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Whether it was the Los Angeles police chief or some federal bureaucrat, the 
Advocate framed the problem of sex law reform as symptoms of straight hypocrisy 
(Figure 1-6, below) and corruption (Figure 1-7, below).  These narrative frames indicated 
that the oppressors and the battles to be waged were readily apparent.  “Gay liberation” 
involved fighting these sources, treating each battle pursued as manifestations of pride 
and resilience in the continuous battle to end sexual oppression, not just piecemeal 
reform. 
 
Figure 1-6:  Buckshot, “3000 Years of      Figure 1-7: Buckshot, “One of These Days,” 
Heterosexual Organization ... AND Prostitution,”  Advocate, June 23-July 6, 1971, 22. 
Advocate, Apr. 28-May 11, 1971, 22.      Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.   
 
 
That battle, the newspaper reminded its readers repeatedly, would not be easy.  
Still, situations had improved (Figure 1-8, below) and things would continue to improve 
if gay people focused on fighting specific battles, including overturning dated sex laws, 
removing heterosexual prejudice, and protesting against police brutality (Figure 1-9, 
below).  Columnist Jim Kepner advised readers to remain poised and reject impulsive and 
fruitless calls for revolution.  “There is an itch which drives minority groups to want to 
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solve problems in one grand slam,” he wrote.  This “Armageddon psychology,” as he put 
it, “is in such a hurry to fight the big, final battle, that it can‟t be bothered with training, 
building cadres, gathering supplies, testing strategies, and all the tedious preparation that 
it takes to win.”  Larry Townsend echoed these sentiments in a November 1971 H.E.L.P. 
Incorporated Newsletter editorial, warning readers about the “inherent dangers” of 
seeking change too quickly.  “We have seen black people lose ground when someone 
shoves them too fast; we have seen violence erupt when impatient young people can‟t see 
things happening fast enough.  We‟ve seen opportunists grab hold and do much more 
harm than good by encouraging acts which are ill-timed and ill-considered.”  Impatience, 
he continued, could destroy the movement:  “In the background, if you look hard enough, 
you will also see the forces of opposition manipulating their naïve figureheads like so 
many pawns on a chess board.  We must not let this happen to us!”37 
  An incremental approach towards gay liberation, consisting of clearly defined 
structures and processes, was trumpeted especially in times of defeat.  In February 1972 
the New York City Council defeated Intro 475, a gay civil rights bill.  Columnist Peter 
Fisher acknowledged that the reaction among “New York Gays has been one of anger, 
depression, bitterness,” but reminded readers the task ahead.  “All the work must be done 
again, maybe many more times.”  He continued optimistically, “All right, we knew it 
wouldn‟t be easy.  We‟ll get there.”38  For Kepner, Townsend, and Fischer, the problem 
was the size and ruthlessness of the opposition, not the effectiveness of the strategy 
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employed.  Indeed, they argued, defeat evinced an even greater need to mobilize more 
support and raise more financial resources to win that battle; to stay the course, in short. 
 
 
Figure 1-8:  Buckshot, “Go to it, Baby, You‟ve     Figure 1-9:  Buckshot, “You‟ve Come a Long 
Cut Out For You!” Advocate, Jan. 19, 1972, 24.    Baby,” Advocate, Nov. 25-Dec. 8, 1970, 22. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.     Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
 
 
Such battles, intensely fought and narrowly drawn around specific instances of 
legal homophobia, heterosexism, and political corruption, comprised the basis of “gay 
liberation” for publications like the Advocate in the early 1970s.  Sometimes writers drew 
explicit pleas for reform over revolution as they stressed the need to focus on issues that 
dealt with discrimination and harassment on the basis of sexual orientation exclusively.  
More often, these positions were not even argued.  They were presumed as facts, 
presented as unequivocal assertions of what gay people needed and wanted.  Opposing 
viewpoints were not simply deemed less convincing but entirely irrational, a warped 
product of a radical gay liberationist‟s insecurities, a naïve attempt to liberate all 
humankind, and a testament to her or his inability to have a good time.  The Advocate’s 
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explanation of what gay people needed and wanted was presented as inclusive; it 
proclaimed to cross class, gender, racial affiliations.   In fact, these ideas addressed and 
privileged a specific demographic:  one that was affluent, white, and male.    
 
The Unintended Audience 
Although it presumed an affluent white gay male audience, the Advocate did 
include images of women and people of color in certain contexts.  One of those contexts 
was when the newspaper presented cartoons about gay political power.  A cartoon 
encouraging lesbian and gay California residents to vote in an upcoming primary, for 
example, showed a crowd of people representing “responsible gay voting power” (Figure 
1-10, below).  Most of the people visible were white men, but the image did include one 
woman and one black man.  This arrangement was typical of Advocate cartoons about 
political representation, as evident in another cartoon which showed a group of gay 
people unveiling the issues the movement ought to focus on in 1971 (Figure 1-11, 
below).  Whenever a crowd of gay people appeared in a cartoon about gays and politics, 
at least – but usually not more than – one white woman and one black man appeared.  
This representation of female and black male bodies, however contrived, suggested that 
the gay liberation movement welcomed people of all backgrounds.  This vision allowed 
publications like the Advocate to proclaim that it valued diversity and to reject 
accusations that it was classist, racist, or sexist.
39
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But likenesses of diversity in the Advocate appeared in certain narrative frames 
only.  Images of non-white and female bodies surfaced rarely in the newspaper‟s 
advertisements and more apolitical cartoons.  An Advocate subscription advertisement 
 
 
Figure 1-10:  Buckshot, “Don‟t Forget This   Figure 1-11:  Buckshot, “Now That We Have 
Demonstration!” Advocate, May 27-June 9,  Foundation, Let‟s Start Building a Future!” 
1970, 20.        Advocate, January 9-19, 1971, 22. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.      Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
 
 
(Figure 1-12, below), for example, which aired from September 1969 until February 
1970, asked rhetorically:  “What do 60,000 people have in common?”  Just below the 
question were assemblages of gay people in various urban social settings reading the 
Advocate, all of whom were white men.  In a provocative analysis of the image, Scott 
Herring observed not only the racial and gender homogeneity of the images in the figure, 
but its stylized, class-coded assumptions, too.  Each of the individuals, he noted, is 
remarkably similar to the other:  “Potential subscribers ... view exact replications of 
stylish men who dress the same, share similar chiseled features, and look at the same 
copy of Advocate newsprint, whose front page reads „Groovy Guy Gala Goes Ga-Ga‟ and 
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Figure 1-12: “What Do 60,000 Gay People Have in Common?” 
Los Angeles Advocate, September 1969, 20. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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whose back page reads „What do 70,000 gay people have in common?  The Advocate, 
that's what!‟”  Thus, despite its stated vast readership, the newspaper imagined and 
sought a very specific demographic:  one that consisted entirely of young white men with 
disposable incomes and sophisticated, yet uniform tastes.  By Herring‟s account, the 
figure “records a shift from Gay Liberation to „Gay Lifestyle.‟”  In fact, the image 
demonstrates how the Advocate viewed gay liberation and gay lifestyle as one and the 
same.  Illustrations of gays traveling across the world, purchasing whatever goods they 
wanted, and sleeping with whomever they desired was not just some vision of the good 
life but an imminent possibility.  Gay liberation, as far as publications such as the 
Advocate were concerned, did not require sweeping calls for revolution.  Money was no 
object.  Race and gender were deemed invisible and inconsequential, because neither 
inhibited “gay people” – who were all presumed to be affluent and white – from pursuing 
their desires.  Freedom thus could be achieved once laws prohibiting gays from indulging 
in their desires, whether sexual or otherwise, were removed and gays felt comfortable 
expressing those desires.
40
 
 Because the pursuit of gay liberation and the good life went hand-in-hand for 
publications like the Advocate, representations of the two often melded together.  
Consider a subscription advertisement for Drummer in the January 15, 1972 issue of 
H.E.L.P. Incorporated Newsletter (Figure 1-13, below).  At the center of the ad is an 
image of a group of female and male naked bodies seemingly involved in multifarious 
sexual activities, besides the words, “Where the action is.”  The image is not explained.  
Instead, readers are provided a lengthy statement as to why they should subscribe to the 
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Figure 1-13:  Subscription Advertisement for H.E.L.P. Incorporated Drummer, 
H.E.L.P. Incorporated Newsletter, January 15, 1972, 4. 
International Gay Information Center, New York Public Library. 
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magazine.  “New features, expanded size, frequency of publication are all to be 
expected,” part of the statement read.  “But the impact in the community, the reforms and 
improvements wrought by a periodical with brass balls and added teeth are an added plus.  
Here is a spokesman that stands up to speak for you, not so much by what it says, but 
HOW it says it.”  At the bottom of the advertisement in white letters over a black box, a 
quotation from Henry David Thoreau appeared, providing the motto for Drummer:  “If a 
man does not keep pace with his compatriots, perhaps it is because he hears a different 
drummer.  Let him step to the music he hears, however measured or far away.”  Taken 
together, the advertisement deftly interweaved ideas of pride in one‟s difference, 
commitment to issues of importance to the gay community, sexual pleasure, and 
entertainment as central components of Drummer.  By the ad‟s own admission, this is 
what made the magazine unique and attractive:  “Someone has finally done it, put 
together a magazine that most of us could identify with.”41 
  Yet, despite its stated effort to seek “a broader scope” and reach “a bigger 
audience,” the ad featured images of similar bodies.  Women and men appear equally 
represented, but they all share a similar look and body type: they all are slender with 
strong facial features, appear to be in their early to mid twenties, and possess no excess 
body fat.  They are also all white. 
 Such displays of racial homogeneity in sexually suggestive images proved 
common.  In the Advocate, explicit mention or suggestion of interracial or interethnic gay 
sex was rare.  News stories did not cover the subject, nor did they depict it in sexually 
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Figure 1-14:  Joe Johnson, “Miss Thing:  Figure 1-15:  Shawn, “Our Side of History,” 
T.G.I.F.,” Advocate, September 2-15, 1970, 19.   Advocate, September 15-28, 1971, 10. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.       Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
 
themed cartoons.  Sexually themed cartoons aired regularly,
42
 but the newspaper 
displayed references to interracial or interethnic gay sex only twice from September 1969 
until the end of 1972 in these types of images.  Each time, the white man appeared in a 
position of sexual domination.  One cartoon (Figure 1-14, above) showed a white man 
about to assume a sexual position on top of a man of color, a position implying sexual 
supremacy.  Another cartoon (Figure 1-15, above) exhibited two Indian men peering 
seductively at a white man while he bathed blissfully but without returning the gaze.  The 
white man‟s sexual appeal, and not the Indians‟, regulated the scene of erotic desire and 
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(again) placed the white man in a place of sexual power over the other men.  The 
historical context of each image is also significant.  In Robinson Crusoe, the novel that 
inspires the erotic dream, the relationship between Crusoe and those on the island, in 
particular Friday, was one of cultural imperialism, whereby Crusoe subjected those 
around him to a master-slave relationship.  Juan Ponce de Leon‟s voyage to Florida was  
 hardly idyllic either.  Under Ponce de Leon‟s lead, the Spaniards took numerous Indians 
captive following several skirmishes.  In both cases, the white man was in a position of 
domination over the persons of color, a scenario that appears replicated erotically in the 
Advocate images.
 43
 
Images of two lesbians of any race or two gay men of color in a sexually 
suggestive position or setting never appeared in any of the newspaper‟s cartoons, with 
one exception.  In the October 27, 1971 issue, the Advocate presented a cartoon (Figure 
1-16, below) of a woman entering a clothing store looking for hot pants.  A young 
woman across from her stood next to a sign, “I‟ve got hot pants for college girls.”  
Startled, the young woman responded, “Who said anything about selling them?  Just says 
I‟ve got them.”  The cartoon was sexually suggestive, but its insinuation of sex was 
considerably more subtle in comparison to sexually themed cartoons featuring two men 
(see previous images as examples). 
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Figure 1-16:  “Who Said Anything About Selling Them?  It Just Says I‟ve Got „Em!” 
 Advocate, October 27, 1971, 25. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
 
 
More striking is how this cartoon appeared directly beside a letter to the editor 
charging the Advocate with sexism.  “Your paper, which leads one to believe that it 
speaks for the entire gay community, is extremely „male‟ oriented,” the letter read.  “In 
reality, your newspaper speaks for the gay male community all of the time and for the 
gay female community some of the time.”  The letter criticized the Advocate for never 
placing a woman on its cover, for including advertisements and cartoons “oriented 
toward the male homosexual” only, and for having no women in editor positions.  “I 
wouldn‟t be surprised to find women working for the Advocate doing all the „shit work,‟ 
pouring coffee, typing, running errands for the „boys,‟ etc,” the letter concluded, using a 
familiar 1970s feminist argument.  An Advocate editor, whom ordinarily never replied to 
letters, tried to defend the newspaper by listing the contributions of the four women who 
wrote stories or helped format the newspaper since its founding, and assured readers, 
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“We welcome stringers of any sex who know how to write good objective news stories 
and who are not filled with hate.”44  The reader clearly had the advantage in the 
exchange.  Of the female contributors mentioned, none ever held positions as editors.  
The responding editor also never addressed the author‟s central criticism as to how the 
newspaper could claim to speak for the gay community when its news coverage, 
advertisements, and cartoons represented images and interests of gay men, but not 
lesbians.   
On the surface, the editorial staff‟s decision to print the letter seems peculiar.   
The Advocate conceivably received dozens to hundreds of letters to the editor for each 
issue it produced, like many mass circulated publications.  It reproduced only about six of 
these letters per edition, rejecting the vast majority of the letters received.  On the one 
hand, the decision to print the letter may have been an extension of Michaels‟s belief in 
good journalism:  that a respectable newspaper presented all points of views, including 
those that criticized its coverage.   On the other hand, the decision to print the letter might 
not have amounted to much of a choice.  At the end of 1971, lesbian feminists objected 
regularly to the nominal and sexist representations of women in the Advocate and in the 
gay liberation movement more generally.  For the newspaper‟s editorial staff to refuse to 
print letters that accused the newspaper‟s coverage as sexist may have appeared as an 
admission of guilt, an admission that contributors were in fact neglecting lesbian 
concerns from the pages of their newspaper.
45
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Much of this discontent over the lack of female representation was spurred by the 
newspaper‟s publication of a letter written by Del Martin in its Oct. 28-Nov. 10, 1970 
issue.  Martin was one of the nation‟s most renowned lesbian activists.  In 1955 she, her 
lover Phyllis Lyon, and six other women formed the Daughters of Bilitis, the nation‟s 
first lesbian organization.  The organization spread with chapters in major cities 
throughout the country.  Still, its power and finances paled in comparison to male-led 
national gay activist groups such as the Gay Liberation Front and the Gay Activists 
Alliance.  Moreover, these male-led gay activist groups routinely ignored and slighted 
lesbian demands.  The movement that Martin once inspired felt alien to her by the end of 
1970.
46
 
Her solution:  leave the gay movement and focus on the women‟s movement.  
“After 15 years of working for the homophile movement,” she wrote in her letter to the 
Advocate, “I have … been forced to the realization that I have no brothers in the 
homophile [gay] movement…. I have come to the conclusion that I must say „Goodbye to 
All That.‟”  The remainder of the two page letter listed a litany of Martin‟s grievances.  
“Goodbye to all those homophile organizations across the country with an open door 
policy for women,” she stated.  “It‟s only window-dressing for the public. … It doesn‟t 
really mean anything and smacks of paternalism.”  Gay leaders are generally “male 
chauvinists,” she argued, “who are so wrapped up in their „cause‟ that they have lost sight 
                                                                                                                                                 
implied that Advocate was one of the first gay periodicals to base their publication around a model of 
professional journalism, when he described it as “America‟s first gay news publication.  Streitmatter, 
Unspeakable, 84, 88.  For more on lesbian feminists objections to the nominal and sexist representations of 
women in the gay liberation movement see chapter two of this dissertation. 
46
 D‟Emilio, Sexual Politics, 101-05.  On lesbian alienation from gay liberation activist groups, see Karla 
Jay, “No Man‟s Land,” in Lavender Culture, ed., Karla Jay and Allen Young (1978; New York: New York 
University Press, 1994), 63. 
  
  
54 
 
of the people for whom the cause came into being.”  Martin directed much of her ire 
towards activists but offered a few choice words for the male-dominated gay press: 
“Goodbye to all the „representative‟ homophile publications that look more like 
magazines for male nudist colonies. Goodbye to the biased male point of view.  The 
editors say they have encouraged women to contribute, but they don‟t.”  Good intentions 
were not enough, as far as Martin was concerned.  “‟Gay is good,‟” she wrote, recalling a 
popular gay liberation slogan, “but it is not good enough – so long as it is limited to white 
males only.  Lesbians joined you in what we mistakenly thought was a common cause.  A 
few of you tried, we must admit.  But you are still too few, and even you fall short of the 
mark.  You, too, are victims of our culture.”  Martin claimed that she harbored no hate in 
her goodbye, “only the bitter sting of disappointment.”  This is questionable in light of 
her parting comment:  “I will not be your „nigger‟ any longer.”  An editor warned readers 
in a prologue beside the letter, “her free-swinging, candid remarks about the scene will 
anger and dismay many male homosexuals,” but he reminded them that “there is much to 
think about in what she says.” 47 
Initially, Advocate contributors did think about what Martin said.  Jim Kepner, in 
the issue following the printing of the letter, echoed many of Martin‟s key grievances, 
including women being treated as second class citizens, gay men assigning “women‟s 
tasks” to female activists, and her complaint about women serving as “window dressing” 
for a male-oriented gay movement.  Kepner also questioned whether the issues gay men 
routinely defended in the name of what “gay people wanted” actually included lesbians.  
In one conference, he recounted, many of the gay men attending “blandly assumed that 
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the „A-No. 1” topic for all homosexuals [was] what to do about homosexual arrests in 
public toilets.”  But for female homosexuals, he continued, “not only is this not „the 
issue‟ … but it is a repugnant topic to many of them.”  The comments are revealing when 
considering that earlier in this chapter Kepner advocated limiting the scope of gay 
liberation to deal expressly with homophobia and to address specific issues such as sex 
law reform, as discussed earlier in the chapter.  For lesbian feminists, such as Del Martin, 
this emphasis benefited gay men but did little for lesbians because it ignored gender as an 
additional source of oppression.  Nonetheless, for the moment, Kepner demonstrated 
concern over the question of what lesbians needed and wanted, deeming it central to 
thinking about gay liberation as a political ideology.
48
 
The Advocate responded in indirect ways, too.  Also in the issue following Martin‟s 
letter, the newspaper published its first subscription advertisement (Figure 1-17, below) – 
or advertisement of any sorts – to feature images of women.  The Advocate ran the 
advertisement until the end of the year and repeated it during the 1971 and 1972 holiday 
seasons.  The timing of the advertisement‟s appearance suggests that editors 
acknowledged that their newspaper‟s lack of female representation was a problem 
needing attention, though contributors never implicated their newspaper as culpable.  
Instead, editors and publishers replied with a rare picture featuring images of women, 
similar to how they posted the first cartoon featuring two women next to a letter accusing 
the newspaper of sexism (see again, Figure 1-16). 
Advocate contributors expressed sensitivity to Martin‟s criticisms, but they did 
not sustain the sort of dialogue that might have resolved them.  Instead, the newspaper 
                                                 
48
 Jim Kepner, “Angeles on the News: Homosexuals Come In (At Least) Two Sexes,” Advocate, November 
11-24, 1970, 2, 11. 
  
  
56 
 
 
 
Figure 1-17:  Subscription Advertisement, Advocate, Nov. 25-Dec. 8, 1970, 4. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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closed dialogue on the subject and replaced it with statements criticizing Martin and other 
women who bolted the gay movement to focus their attention on women‟s liberation.   
Jim Bradford complained that these women eschewed “factual statements of problems” 
in favor of “stands … replete with anti-male hostility.”  Rob Willis pleaded that the gay 
movement needed lesbians more than did the women‟s movement.  “There are many to 
fight for women‟s lib,” he wrote.  “Our own army is small by comparison. … No group is 
perfect, but if we sail the ship safely together, it can be brought safely to port.”  Whatever 
the grievances, in other words, lesbians should accept the aims of the gay movement, 
even if they were male-oriented in design.  Don Jackson echoed Willis‟s argument and 
noted how abandoning the gay movement would hurt lesbians.  “Del Martin‟s complaint 
that gay men‟s organizations have pushed women into a secondary role is justified,” he 
admitted, “but that does not mean that lesbians have more in common with heterosexual 
women than gay men.”  Jackson maintained that if the women‟s movement succeeded, 
little would change for lesbians.  The lesbian, he stated, “will still be discriminated 
against and restricted to low-paying jobs.”49 
Later in the same letter, Jackson affirmed the need for greater unity between 
lesbians and gay men but maintained that gendered social conditioning complicated these 
efforts.  Gay men, he argued, “have been conditioned to be protective, assertive, and 
paternalistic toward women” which sometimes led them to “become too aggressive, too 
domineering.”  But “women shared some of the blame [too].”  “Because of their 
conditioning,” he wrote, “they have not asserted themselves enough, they have not 
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spoken loudly enough, they have permitted themselves to be pushed into the stereotyped 
woman’s role.”50   
Jackson acknowledged Martin‟s criticisms, something that neither Bradford nor 
Willis did.  Yet he quickly pointed the finger back at women.  If lesbians‟ voices were 
silent, he reasoned, it was because lesbians chose to tolerate their subservient roles.  This 
argument overlooked the immense financial advantage that gay men held over lesbians: 
an advantage that allowed them to fund expansive gay liberation organizations and 
publish nationally circulated newspapers such as the Advocate.  It also overlooked how 
the very idea of a gender-neutral and gender-inclusive “gay community” and “gay 
liberation movement” relegated women to a subsidiary position to men.  Instead, Jackson 
relied on what might best be described as a deterministic social construction argument; 
that is, he drew from dated gender assumptions of men as active and women as passive 
and defined them as products of social conditioning.  By this logic, if lesbians were not 
satisfied with their place in the gay movement, then they should act more masculine. 
Thus, although periodicals such as the Advocate claimed to work towards the 
liberation of all people, as we have seen they specifically addressed a presumed audience 
that was affluent, white, and male.  They also overlooked the dynamics of male privilege, 
which made male chauvinism so damaging to women‟s progress.  In her letter, Martin 
insisted that the dynamics of male privilege followed a similar pattern as it did in the 
straight world, a critical point that the Advocate conceded only as it touched on minor 
elements.
51
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While the Advocate printed responses to Martin‟s letter, it simultaneously 
presented arguments that undercut the letter‟s credibility.  These criticisms of Martin‟s 
comments transpired entirely in the newspaper‟s “letters to the editor” section, not in its 
editorials or columns.  This move allowed the Advocate to present Martin‟s criticisms as 
misguided while avoiding accountability for any of the views readers expressed, though 
one of those readers, Don Jackson, had contributed regularly to the newspaper until the 
spring of 1970.  By separating itself from the views expressed by its readers, the 
Advocate could project a neutral veneer in the debates while presenting viewpoints that 
were not neutral.  The printing of this particular selection of letters reflected the 
Advocate’s general approach to representing gay liberation:  that is, narrowly drawn and 
deceptively white male oriented. 
And, sex centered, too.  As noted earlier, for Martin and from Jim Kepner‟s 
assessment, gay male leaders‟ acute focus on the promotion of sex – and especially gay 
male sex – conflicted with the interests of many lesbians and some gay men.  The 
Advocate was a stalwart purveyor of this promotion, much to the chagrin of Eleanor 
Sapko of the Kalos Society, a Hartford, Connecticut chapter of the Gay Liberation Front.  
Although she found the newspaper‟s coverage of nationwide gay liberation news “very 
good,” Sapko deemed its advertisements as “dirty,” “sexist,” and “sick.”  In her letter to 
the editor printed in the April 26, 1972 issue, she remonstrated:  
Your display advertising encourages men to do just what society tells them to do: 
to continue to hide in the „old gay‟ world of saunas, baths, private clubs, and bars 
– most of which exploit gay people – instead of going out to work to change 
society to bring about a world in which such hiding would not be necessary. 
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For Sapko, the newspaper‟s celebration of the marketing and consumption of gay sex 
undercut the editors‟ very attempts to construct an effective gay liberation movement.  In 
declaring unfettered sexual freedom as the foundation of gay liberation, she reasoned, the 
newspaper reinforced a closet mentality and facilitated a culture where individuals were 
encouraged to view one another as sexual objects to be consumed.  She concluded her 
letter urging the Advocate to reconsider its editorial policy by moderating the sexual 
content of its advertisements.
52
 
Sapko‟s request was a difficult sell.  Almost all of the Advocate’s revenue derived 
from advertisements for the same saunas, baths, private clubs, and bars that Sapko 
complained about.  The newspaper might have insisted that advertisers moderate the 
sexual explicitness of their advertisements, but to do so risked alienating them.  Although 
the Advocate was the country‟s biggest gay periodical, it was not the only one.  As with 
any publication, no matter its commitment to respectable journalism, advertisers helped 
define the newspaper‟s editorial content. 
Critics tried to arbitrate the newspaper‟s editorial content, too, but with 
considerably less success than advertisers.  In 1972 Sapko‟s charge of the newspaper as 
“sexist” reverberated in debates over the Groovy Guy contest.  The Groovy Guy contest 
was an annual gay male beauty contest sponsored by the Advocate.  The Los Angeles 
based event, which began in 1968 with sponsorship from local bars, judged a dozen or so 
scantily clad contestants – most of whom appeared to be in their early twenties – on 
muscle, facial features, and grooming.  The judging criteria remained unchanged the first 
four years.  In the months leading up to its fifth year, however, criticisms of sexual 
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exploitation mounted.  Don Kilhefner, executive director of the Gay Community Services 
in Los Angeles summarized the sentiments of many when he criticized the contest for 
“perpetuat[ing] the idea that you relate to a body and not to a person.  It incorporates all 
the worst features of the sexist system we live in.  We relate to a pretty face, we relate to 
a pretty body, rather than relating to a total person.”  Publisher Dick Michaels responded 
to these criticisms by proclaiming the Groovy Guy as “more than a piece of meat.  It‟s a 
real, whole person we‟re judging.”  Critics were not convinced, leading Michaels to 
concede, in part.  He removed “muscle” as a category and replaced it with “physical 
development” to emphasize that “muscle” would constitute just one element in the 
judging of that category.  Michaels also added a special award for “most congenial,” 
though congeniality was not factored in determining the overall winner.
53
 
Michaels‟s response to charges of sexism encapsulates the Advocate’s handling of its 
critics during its early years of operation.  If newspaper writers acknowledged criticisms 
– which oftentimes they did not, as indicated earlier – they tended to gesture towards the 
importance of the claims being advanced.  But these gestures were merely temporary in 
duration and piecemeal in scope.  Just as it had in its coverage of “gay liberation” and its 
representation of women, the Advocate proceeded as normal in the face of criticism.  In 
the same issue in which the Advocate announced changes to the judging criteria for the 
Groovy Guy contest, for example, it included numerous sexually explicit advertisements, 
the most graphic of these being an advertisement for homoerotic art (Figure 1-18, below). 
In fact, sexual images became more erotically explicit as the Advocate 
increasingly deflected a mounting barrage of criticisms of sexist news coverage and 
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Figure 1-18: Advertisement for “Beadsley Boy Products for the Gay Community,” 
Advocate, May 24, 1972, 11. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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advertising.  Consider the newspaper‟s sexually themed cartoons.  In 1970 cartoons were 
sexually suggestive, as exemplified in a cartoon in which a passerby mistakes an image 
of a long loaf of bread in a display window for a big penis (Figure 1-19, below).  Veiled 
references to male anatomy vanished less than two years later, as images of real penises 
replaced figurative images (Figure 1-20, below).  None of this was necessarily sexist, as 
some critics charged.  Sexually offensive, perhaps, but these images did not convey a 
belief in the superiority of one sex over the other, as the term “sexist” connotes. 
 
  
Figure 1-19:  Joe Johnson, “Miss Thing,”    Figure 1-20:  Joe Johnson, “Big Dick,” 
Advocate, July 8-21, 1970, 19.                 Advocate, March 15, 1972, 29. 
Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.   Davis Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
 
News stories and editorials tended not to be overtly sexist either.  In the rare 
instances in which sexism appeared, it was subtle.  In one piece, for example, columnist 
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Tom Briggs called for “gals” to help gay men fund the gay liberation movement, a 
movement he declared held these “gals” to a subsidiary position to men in movement 
leadership positions.  “We need a man of such captivating charm and total likeability that 
all else about him will seem pale and unimportant,” he wrote.  “Such a man could 
accomplish a capitulation of public opinion far more suddenly than any of us could 
realize.”  Apparently, women need not apply for such a leadership position.54 
Briggs‟s comments represented the extent of the Advocate’s sexist coverage.  Yet 
to diagnose the Advocate as “generally not sexist” does not make its nominal 
representation of women less problematic.  On the contrary, its attempt to position itself 
as “the advocate” for the entire gay community made its male-dominated focus more 
troubling.  The Advocate – in spite of the oft-stated criticism of it being a newspaper by 
gay men, for gay men – continually reminded readers of the expansiveness of its intended 
reach.  On its fourth anniversary edition, it restated its mission: 
The basic premise of the Advocate at its founding was to publish a newspaper that 
would have widespread support from all segments of the gay community; a 
newspaper that would be a strong voice through which all factions would speak; a 
newspaper that might unite all Gays in our common cause…. These are still the 
basic goals of the Advocate and still the reasons for its existence.
55
 
 
The Advocate did not fulfill its stated mission to reach all segments of the gay 
community.  It instead invisibly imagined and constructed “gay” as affluent gay male. 
And, “gay” as white, too.  Gay people of color were not only virtually absent in 
the pages of the Advocate, but they had no renowned activists such as Del Martin or 
organizations such as the Daughters of Bilitis or Lesbian Feminists to call attention to 
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their exclusion.  Advocate contributors did not acknowledge differences based on race or 
ethnicity largely because there was no sustained pressure to do so in the absence of 
organizations addressing the specific concerns of gay people of color.
56
 
The Advocate’s failure to recognize and represent differences based on biological 
sex, class, and race helped frame popular ideas of what it meant to be gay and 
conceptions of liberation.  The newspaper narrowed the terms of debate in both respects, 
while projecting itself as a champion of liberal inclusiveness and social justice.  Just as it 
celebrated the presence and virtues of a diverse gay community, its writers spoke about 
issues and strategically deployed images that addressed affluent young white men only.  
The Advocate also heralded itself as “militant” and packaged its news coverage and 
editorials as dedicated to the fight for gay liberation, but the newspaper focused on a 
narrow slate of social issues centered on reforms that primarily benefited affluent gay 
white men, while it rejected expansive social critiques aimed at the liberation of all 
humans as naïve or inane.  Because the concept of gay liberation had no fixed meaning, 
writers could reasonably make this claim.  Therefore, the question of whether 
publications like the Advocate were actually liberationist is a moot point.  What matters, 
in the final analysis, is how the concept was used – gay liberation by which standard, for 
whom, and at what costs.  For publications such as the Advocate, California Dream, and 
the two periodicals printed by H.E.L.P., gay liberation ideology fostered a narrow slate of 
social issues centered on homosexual oppression but not on oppression rooted in class, 
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gender, or race.  In eschewing a critical analysis of privilege, they also further vitiated the 
potentially revolutionary aims of gay liberation as a project aimed at remedying the 
structural foundations of social oppression into an anemic buzzword to advance the 
interests of a select fortunate few to the marginalization of many within the so-called gay 
community. 
 
Conclusion 
 The Advocate, California Dream, H.E.L.P. Incorporated Newsletter, and H.E.L.P. 
Drummer used the concept of gay liberation in a manner that lesbian and gay studies 
scholars routinely call by another name.  Indeed, there is good reason to differentiate the 
perspectives of a periodical such as Come Out!, Fag Rag, Gay Sunshine, or Lesbian Tide 
from those of the Advocate.  Whereas the former group defined gay liberation as an 
expansive project that challenged the very foundations of a modern capitalist society, the 
latter sought incremental reform and aimed to find a more welcoming space for gays in 
society rather than wanting to change its foundations.  Still, both camps declared 
themselves champions of gay liberation and used the concept to defend their views and 
actions.  For periodicals such as the Advocate, the banner of gay liberation served as 
fodder to promote a consumer-centered gay lifestyle and to validate middle to upper class 
white male privilege under the banner of liberal inclusiveness. 
As scholars grapple with the changes in lesbian and gay politics and culture 
during the last third of the twentieth century they should question the concepts they use to 
describe different historical moments and the actions of various historical actors.  The 
concept of gay liberation, one of the most frequently floated terms evoked in this 
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literature, needs greater historical analysis.  To my knowledge, there is no intellectual 
history of the origins of the concept or its evolving and contested historical usage.
57
  Until 
that history is written, let us begin more modestly; that is, to recognize that “gay 
liberation” constitutes many things and that instead of projecting its meaning onto 
historical subjects, we would be better served to explain the complicated ways these 
historical subjects have used the concept in ways that were both liberating and 
disempowering. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
First Yourself, Then Society: 
Lesbianism, Knowledge, and the Quest for Liberation, Early 1970s America 
 
 
 On the evening of May 1, 1970, the National Organization for Women (NOW) 
opened the second Congress to Unite Women before a packed room of about 300 women 
in a junior high school auditorium.  Event organizers presented the meeting as an 
opportunity for women with various perspectives to discuss feminist concerns and chart 
an agenda for the women‟s movement.  Lesbian activist Rita Mae Brown, however, 
criticized the Congress and NOW as homophobic despite their democratic billing.  “The 
[NOW] leadership consciously oppresses other women on the question of sexual 
preference – or in plain words, enormous prejudice is directed against the lesbian,” 
Brown complained in response to the omission of the lesbian group Daughters of Bilitis 
(DOB) from the list of institutional sponsors from the first Congress.  NOW‟s baring of 
the DOB was not the only thing that bothered Brown and other lesbian activists.  Shortly 
before the second Congress, NOW President Betty Friedan labeled lesbianism a 
“lavender menace” which impeded the women movement‟s progress.  Other feminist 
organizations were also hostile to lesbians.  In late 1969, for example, Brown quit the 
radical consciousness raising group Redstockings for “not [being] pro-woman when it 
came to lesbians.”58 
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 The collective frustrations of Brown and her supporters witnessing the supposedly 
inclusive women‟s movement exclude lesbians reached a breaking point at 7:15 p.m. on 
that opening night of the second Congress.  Just as the session was about to come to 
order, “[t]he lights went out, people heard running laughter, a rebel yell here and there, 
and when the lights turned back on, those some 300 women found themselves in the 
hands of the LAVENDER MENACE,” reported the feminist underground zine Rat.  
“Seventeen of the Radical lesbians wore t-shirts with LAVENDER MENACE on the 
front.”  In the two hours to follow, the seventeen women held the floor and talked about 
lesbian oppression in a heterosexist culture.
59
 
Among the most important consequences of those two hours was the distribution 
of the manifesto, “The Woman-identified-Women.”  In the ten-paragraph essay the 
authors, whom identified themselves collectively as “the radicalesbians,” defined the 
essence of “the lesbian”:  “She is the woman who … acts in accordance with her inner 
compulsion to be a more complete and freer human being than her society … cares to 
allow her. … On some level she has not been able to accept the limitations and 
oppressions laid on her by the most basic role of her society – the female role.”  Like 
subsequent writings by self-identified radical lesbian feminists, “The Woman-identified-
Women” used the category of “lesbian” not only to denote sexual preference among 
women, but more importantly to grant subjects special moral attributes deriving from 
their purported shared desire to be free from patriarchal oppression.  In so doing, the 
radicalesbians implicitly defined lesbianism as the best way to express feminist politics.
60
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Numerous scholars have claimed that the radicalesbians promoted essentialist 
ideas of lesbianism when publishing “The Woman-identified-Woman.”  The 
dissemination of these ideas during the early 1970s then fueled the supposed separation 
of lesbians from the women‟s movement, the gay movement, and society at large.61  Use 
of the category of “lesbian,” like the category of “woman,” thus precipitated what 
historian Alice Echols called “the ascendance of cultural feminism” by mid-decade.  
Cultural feminism, by her account, involved the preoccupation with “women‟s essential 
sameness to each other and their fundamental difference from men.”  This supposed shift 
in thinking left the women‟s movement politically disengaged and fixated on lifestyle 
concerns including sexual behavior and bodily appearance.  Accordingly, feminists 
squabbled over such issues as pornography by decade‟s end and stopped addressing the 
root problem of patriarchy directly.
62
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Scholars who support this chronological narrative often assemble choice 
quotations from writers and activists declaring their disgust of men and their insistence 
on the need for women to create a world free of male influence.  Although these accounts 
correctly recognize that the authors of “The Woman-identified-Woman” and subsequent 
radical lesbian feminist writers politicized lesbian subjectivity, they minimize the motives 
for why these writers defined “lesbianism” as they did.   By overlooking how activists 
and writers invoked identity claims strategically to grant lesbian voices and concerns 
greater political relevance, scholars have reduced a complex, multivariated process of 
identity formation to a crude exercise in essentialism.  As a result of this emphasis, we 
fail to understand how their reflections on the meaning of their oppression challenged 
dominant ideas of citizenship and normalcy.  In its place, we are left with the question of 
what went wrong – why could these activists and writers not pull it together and build an 
effective sustained political movement.  Why did they opt to “separate” from society and 
not deal with the political responsibility of working with others to enact the significant 
cultural changes they desired?
63
 
This chapter shows how writers from two prominent Los Angeles based radical 
feminist newspapers – one targeting lesbian readers (Lesbian Tide); the other addressing 
all women but highly supportive of lesbian concerns (Everywoman) – used the concept of 
lesbianism in a far more complex and politically flexible manner than Echols and other 
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scholars have indicated.  In addition to using the word “lesbian” to identify a woman who 
sexually preferred other women or as a feminist trope, writers employed the label as a 
framework to offer sophisticated critiques of social oppression and bold visions of 
liberation.  These writers‟ use of the category of lesbian as a marker of shared difference 
contained what cultural theorist Diana Fuss has called “the specter of non-identity,” 
linking lesbian subjectivity to philosophical and political ideas of liberation.
64
 
Never one thing and never static in meaning, the concept of lesbianism adjusted to 
meet the demands of the moment while remaining committed to lesbian liberation.  Those 
demands fell into three general categories:  first, to inform readers that they were not 
alone and that their feelings of alienation were justified; second, to provide a sense of 
community as a way to enable readers to feel safe and supported by individuals of shared 
backgrounds and educate them about how privilege and oppression operated; third, to 
encourage readers to draw from these lessons in order to teach others and re-create 
society where such markers of male/female, black/white, and homosexual/ heterosexual 
were no longer necessary because neither one held power over the other.  Ultimately, 
then, writers used the concept of lesbianism to render categorization obsolete and form 
new bonds of association where biological and cultural differences would not define 
privilege and oppression. 
These findings indicate that the use of such scholarly labels as “essentialism” and 
“separatism” in describing lesbian and radical feminist thinking during the 1970s obscure 
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more than they clarify.  In referring to “men” and “lesbians,” for example, Tide and 
Everywoman writers frequently did not refer to specific individuals.  Instead, they used 
these signifiers as rhetorical devices to rattle readers; to disturb and shock them in effort 
to stress how privilege and oppression shaped social inequalities and to goad those 
readers to become active in fighting for their removal; in short, to get them to listen and 
take action.  This use of rhetoric as a tool to incite readers politically rather than to 
(literally) encourage them to hate or separate from men becomes illuminated when “men 
are the problem” proclamations are juxtaposed with statements about the need for all 
people – whether women, men, gay straight, black, white, rich, or poor – to come 
together in the pursuit of human liberation.
65
 
Writers warned repeatedly that the omnipresence of privilege and oppression 
stymied this pursuit.  Accordingly, they insisted that readers focus first on caring for 
themselves and those facing similar forms of oppression and then worry about changing 
the world.  
 
The Politics of Radical and Lesbian Feminist Publishing  
 In the early 1970s, self-identified radical and lesbian feminist publications made 
analysis of oppression and privilege central.  Emphasis on these themes was an extension 
of late 1960s feminist thinking and a response to contemporaneous political concerns.  
Taken together, discussions of oppression and privilege provided lesbian-identified 
writers and feminists who sought to radicalize the women‟s movement a shared 
vocabulary to instruct readers – whether gay or straight – that lesbian liberation was 
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something that they should think about and fight for in their everyday lives.   By having 
more ground troops advocate for improved social and legal treatment of lesbians, these 
writers aimed to improve the conditions of lesbians in American society while 
encouraging realignment in the overall direction of the women‟s movement. 
 The linking of lesbianism and feminism was not new.  Opponents of women‟s 
liberation commonly called feminism “a fertile breeding ground for lesbianism” from the 
late-nineteenth century through the 1970s.  This long-standing association prompted 
many feminists to reject lesbians as welcomed participants in the women‟s movement.  
Feminist activist and author of Against Our Will Susan Brownmiller, for example, 
proclaimed in 1970 that lesbians‟ “hypersexual and oppressively male” nature inhibited 
them from becoming good feminists.  Ti-Grace Atkinson in her essay “Lesbianism and 
Feminism” published that same year charged that “lesbianism reinforces the sex class 
system … [b]ecause lesbianism involves role playing and, more important, because it is 
based on the primary assumption of male oppression, that is, sex.”66 
 Lesbians also faced legal oppression as homosexuals.  Until December 1973, the 
American Psychiatric Association identified lesbianism, like male homosexuality, as “a 
mental disorder.”  This stigma carried profound legal implications.  As of the beginning 
of that year, forty-six out of fifty states classified homosexual sodomy as a crime.  Even 
major metropolitan areas including New York City and San Francisco legally prohibited 
                                                 
66
 Faberman, Odd Girls, 205; Sidney Abbott and Barbara Love, Sappho Was a Right-On Woman (New 
York: Stein and Day, 1973), 117; Ti-Grace Atkinson, “Lesbianism and Feminism,” in Amazon Odyssey 
(New York: Links Books, 1974), 86; Echols, Daring to Be Bad, 211. 
  
  
75 
 
homosexual sexual activity.  Laws prosecuting homosexual sodomy in these cities were 
removed in 1976 and 1980, respectively.
67
 
 Social persecution of lesbians and gay men followed legal precedent.  Lesbian 
bars, like gay male bars, were subject to police raids.  Many lesbians also faced everyday 
forms of discrimination on the streets, in the workplace, and in the home, just as gay men 
did.  Yet, lesbians also dealt with the additional problem of invisibility.  In a twelve-page 
cover story “The Homosexual:  Newly Visible, Newly Understood” from the October 31, 
1969 issue of Time, for example, reporter Christopher Cory wrote extensively about gay 
men, albeit derisively.  Lesbians, by contrast, were virtually absent:  the article made 
passing mention about the existence of the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB) and the origins of 
its name and Albert Kinsey‟s report of incidence of homosexuality among women.  As 
was often the case, men were the protagonists; women were the supporting characters.
68
 
 Gay male writers and activists commonly reinforced the idea that “gay” 
constituted men, and not women.  As indicated in the previous chapter, the Advocate 
claimed to publish “anything that the homosexual needs to know or wants to know,” but 
the newspaper‟s mostly male staff addressed issues and featured images generally 
targeting gay male readers.  The gap between the illusion of the Advocate’s repeated 
assertion that it addressed all gay people, whether male or female, and the reality of the 
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claim was so great that DOB co-founder and former President Del Martin cited the 
newspaper as evidence for why she bolted from the gay liberation movement in October 
1970.  Gay liberation organizations with reputations for radical social activism, such as 
the Gay Liberation Front, also faced frequent criticism for their purported misogyny and 
trivializing of lesbian concerns.  These reminders of marginal social status and lack of 
political power left lesbian activists seeking public spaces to have their voices heard.
69
 
 The early 1970s provided a climate that opened up these spaces.  The sexual 
revolution and the spreading of gay liberation thought following the Stonewall riots in 
July 1969 facilitated greater social toleration and acceptance of homosexuality.  These 
changes encouraged people, whether homosexual or not, to begin to see lesbians and gay 
men as humans who happened to have different sexual interests.  This shift in social 
consciousness prompted a remarkable shift in lesbian and gay activism.  Organizations 
and periodicals rapidly formed throughout the country as they drew from the increasingly 
widespread belief that homosexuals were people rather than sexual deviants and insisted 
on gay people‟s potential to better themselves and the rest of society by recognizing and 
embracing their differences. 
 Self-identified feminists, who were growing in number and becoming more 
radicalized, increasingly began to embrace lesbians and lesbian concerns.  Some self-
identified lesbians assumed influential roles in feminist organizations, such as Toni 
Carabillo, who in 1970 was elected as the president of Los Angeles NOW.  Around the 
same time, the national chapter of NOW rescinded its ban of lesbian members, a move 
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made shortly following the Lavender Menace‟s raid of the second Congress to Unite 
Women.
70
 
Perhaps even more striking was the sudden presence of the topic of lesbianism in 
publishing.  Following the release of “The Woman-identified-Woman” in 1970, feminist 
publishing companies such as the Naiad Press formed and existing mainstream publishers 
offered a bevy of book deals to lesbian and radical feminist authors.   In late 1970, 
Doubleday published Kate Millet‟s Sexual Politics, which explored how male privilege 
structured society and offered female readers strategies to overcome their shared 
oppression.  Although the book lacked a lesbian focus, Sexual Politics helped establish a 
critical space for lesbians in feminist thought.  Two years later, the independent 
publishing company Simon & Day released Sappho Was a Right-On Woman:  A 
Liberated View of Lesbianism.  The co-authored book by Sidney Abbott and Barbara 
Love offered a history of lesbianism and lesbian oppression. In 1973, Simon & Schuster 
printed its first edition of Jill Johnston‟s Lesbian Nation: The Feminist Solution, a 
collection of essays which provided a roadmap for the feminist overthrow of patriarchy 
and criticized the women‟s movement for its heterosexism.  Later that same year the 
independent feminist publishing company Daughters, Inc. released Rubyfruit Jungle, a 
semi-autobiographical bestselling coming-of-age novel charting author Rita Mae 
Brown‟s experience growing up lesbian and her emergence as a feminist writer.   
Collectively these works highlighted the oppression lesbians faced confronting patriarchy 
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and heterosexism and their capability as marginalized social figures to acknowledge and 
overcome various forms of social injustice.
71
 
Novels and edited volumes were not the only available published sources 
instructing readers about the relationship between lesbianism and feminism.  Well over 
500 different lesbian or feminist identified periodicals circulated between 1968 and 1973, 
many of which linked lesbianism and feminism as central themes in their coverage.  
Although newsletters and zines comprised the vast majority of this figure, there were at 
least sixty newspapers, nine newsmagazines, and seventy-two magazines or journals that 
circulated during this period; of those, forty-three states were represented as sites of 
publication.
72
 
Los Angeles was among one of the most prominent hubs for lesbian and feminist 
publishing during the early 1970s.  As with other cities, its strong publishing presence 
coincided with long-standing, well-developed local lesbian and gay institutions.  The One 
Institute, which formed in 1955, conducted scientific and sociological research on 
homosexuality and offered classes by prominent activists and writers on lesbian and gay 
literature, history, and politics.  The Los Angeles chapter of the DOB was one of the 
largest of its kind in the country, providing lesbians with a reliable legal and 
psychological local aid.  The newly formed group Lesbian Feminists provided a forum 
for lesbian-identified Los Angeles residents to discuss their sexuality and how it could be 
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cultivated to raise feminist awareness.  Numerous feminists, but non-lesbian specific 
organizations, including local chapters of the Radical Feminists, provided lesbians 
additional outlets for support. 
Los Angeles was also home to numerous gay periodicals.  For gay men, there was 
the Advocate and One Letter and the nightlife city guides California Scene and Data Boy 
in addition to the numerous hundreds of periodicals published outside the city.  Lesbians 
had fewer periodicals directed at them, as was the case in many cities.  In fact, by one 
scholar‟s account there were only two major newspapers, newsmagazines, or journals 
circulating anywhere in the country at the beginning of 1971 directly addressing lesbian 
readers:  the San Francisco based Ladder, which was then published sporadically, and 
Sisters.
73
 
Los Angeles resident and self-identified lesbian feminist Jeanne Cordova believed 
this needed to change.  Just as many others were doing in others parts of the country, 
Cordova converted part of her apartment into an office space, gathered paper, 
typewriters, a mimeograph machine, and the little money she had, and rallied the support 
of friends to begin work on a lesbian periodical.  In July 1971, Cordova and her staff 
handstapled packets of twelve double-sided pieces of 8½ by 11 inch paper and released 
the first issue of the then bimonthly publication The Lesbian Tide.  Like many other cash-
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restricted lesbian periodicals published during the 1970s, the Tide found much of its 
financial support from an outside organization.  In the first six months of operation, that 
support came from the Los Angeles DOB.  Cordova, however, never felt comfortable 
having the Tide managed by the DOB, which was identified as a non-political 
organization.  At a business meeting at the end of 1971, the DOB granted the Tide 
independence.  With that independence, Cordova and her staff ratcheted up the political 
content of the publication, placing greater emphasis connecting lesbianism with 
feminism.
74
 
Los Angeles was also home to Everywoman, a radical feminist newspaper 
published on a tri-weekly schedule that circulated from 1970 to 1972.  True to feminist 
principle and the rejection of institutional hierarchy, the staff of Everywoman left no 
mention of the names of individuals from the editorial and advertising staff.  Many of the 
published articles were penned but often with use of first name only or an alias, such as 
frequent contributor “Varda One.”  As suggested by its name and its subtitle 
“Everywoman is our sister,” Everywoman sought to represent and speak to the concerns 
of a diverse female population.  Coverage reflected this aim.  One of the newspaper‟s 
early issues, for instance, featured separate pieces on the plight of chicana women, black 
sexism, and an editorial on sexism and religion.  Everywoman’s attempt to address an 
audience other than middle class white heterosexual women coupled with its radical 
feminist vision created a congenial setting for coverage of lesbian concerns.  Many issues 
included at least one feature on the topic of lesbianism and provided some information 
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about local resources for lesbians to meet socially or to become involved politically.  For 
the newspaper‟s July 9, 1971 issue, the staff handed over control to gay woman‟s groups 
located in Los Angeles allowing them to coordinate, write, and edit the entire issue.  On 
the cover of that issue, the editorial staff stated the rationale of its gesture:  “We feel the 
subject of lesbianism is very important in our movement and we wanted to give you this 
opportunity to learn about their feelings and ideas.”75 
Although other Los Angeles-based periodicals expressed their support for lesbian 
liberation, none of these publications connected lesbianism with feminism as 
comprehensively as the Tide and Everywoman had.  By numerous scholars‟ accounts, 
then, the writers for these periodicals were central agents in the politicization of 
lesbianism as a feminist trope, the framing of cultural feminism with its emphasis on 
essentialism and lifestyle concerns over political ambition, and the push to “dyke 
separatism.”  Although writers indeed wrote about lesbianism in a political context, they 
did not advocate essentialism and separatism as ways to achieve liberation.  Rather, 
claims to a lesbian spirit and calls to create a discrete world free from heterosexism and 
male influence were carefully constructed fictions designed either to combat oppression 
or simply to empower readers in its presence.
76
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Oppression 
 The theme of oppression was central throughout the pages of The Lesbian Tide 
and Everywoman.  In highlighting the theme, writers invoked the image of an iron cage.  
Oppression was everywhere:  it was a product of the words people spoke, something that 
individuals internalized and acted out in their desires and fears, a component of everyday 
life that appeared precisely when oppression seemed imperceptible.  Oppression thus was 
difficult, if not impossible to avoid, offering what appeared to be little, if any, hope for 
liberation.  How could one become free when oppression filled every sector of life?  For 
Tide and Everywoman writers, full liberation was unattainable.  Yet, it was a goal worth 
aspiring to reach.   Writers maintained that one could rid oppression by acknowledging 
how it functioned.  Hence, beneath the veneer of apocalyptic doom enveloping writers‟ 
descriptions of oppression laid an optimistic vision of liberation and hope for a better 
future.
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Language was deemed an especially insidious agent of oppression.  “Through the 
power of definition,” a Tide writer asserted, “the straight society has managed to 
inculcate shame, inferiority, and guilt onto all homosexuals by naming and identifying 
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them in derisive, insulting language.”  Because of the use of such disparaging labels as 
“dyke, jasper, bull dyke, butch and femme … gay human beings … come to see 
themselves as perverted, unnatural, and disgusting.”  Rather than reject those 
associations, gay people “absorb such definitions as if it were the only mode of life.”  Yet 
many of these people liberated themselves from these myths as they began “to realize the 
need to re-define their own positions, their own identities, [and] their own goals.”78 
As with many gay male-oriented periodicals, Tide and Everywoman writers 
presented pride as a counterweight to oppression because it shifted the balance of power 
back into the hands of the oppressed.  Unlike those periodicals, Tide and Everywoman 
commonly insisted that pride alone was not enough.  In one of its numerous pieces on 
gender wage disparities, Everywoman included a chart entitled “Double Standard:  Men‟s 
Wages Much Higher Than Women‟s” which compared national averages of annual 
wages for full-time, year-round workers from 1968.  The chart indicated that male 
professional and technical workers including doctors, lawyers, scientists, and architects 
made $10,151 annually compared to $6,691 for women.  The disparity was even greater 
for non-farm managers, officials, and business owners:  $10,340 for men annually as 
opposed to $5,635 for women.  Male salesworkers made $8,549 while women earned 
$3,461. The Kansas City Women‟s Liberation, which authored the piece, concluded that 
the wage discrepancies necessitated commitment to women‟s liberation, not just 
women‟s rights.  “[W]omen‟s rights wants to „bring women into full participation in the 
mainstream of American society now‟ (to quote from NOW‟s national statement).  
Women‟s Liberation believes that the nature of American mainstream society – 
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competitive, profit oriented, wasteful – will attract few women.”  On the face of it, the 
statement reinforced stereotypical gender roles:  men were competitive, whereas women 
were passive.  In fact, the Kansas City Women‟s Liberation asserted that women would 
not be attracted to the competitive public world because of their culturally-defined 
obligations as women.  “For women, the choices laid down are career or family,” the 
group wrote; “no one thinks of defining the situation differently.”  As long as this 
thinking remained intact, women would not want to compete with men because they 
could not compete.  Consequently, women‟s liberation demands such as “day-care, birth-
control and abortion; equal opportunity, equal pay, and equal benefits … are radical, in 
fact, revolutionary [because they pose] a threat to the existing ways of looking at the 
world.”79 
The wording of the last part of this statement reveals the underlying philosophy of 
radical and lesbian feminism:  in order for real, enduring change to occur, individuals 
needed to recognize and then confront the underlying cultural assumptions that 
naturalized male privilege and female oppression.  The costs of not addressing those 
assumptions were great, as articles on the topic of rape demonstrated.  Numerous writers 
emphasized the aftermath of the rape more painful than the act itself.  “The rape was 
probably the least traumatic incident of the whole evening,” recalled an anonymous 
writer in a piece reprinted in Everywoman.  “[It] takes 5 to 10 minutes and if you‟re not 
hurt you feel you‟ve gotten off lucky.  If I‟m ever raped again … I wouldn‟t report it to 
the police because of all the hassle you have to go through, the degradation and the 
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questioning.”  According to Susan Griffin in another Everywoman article published later 
that same year, women, rather than men, were scrutinized in rape occurrences because of 
the cultural expectations of female sexual propriety.  “For women in our society,” she 
noted, “civilized behavior means chastity before marriage and faithfulness within it.”  
Men, by contrast, “[are] supposed to protect that chastity from defilement.”  If this 
“otherwise peaceful system” is broken, the woman is held responsible for not exercising 
her foresight to say no and protect her chastity.  If she fails to do this, the woman is 
labeled “fallen” and all blame is placed on her for failing to respect the sexual double 
standard.  Griffin emphasized how the consequences of this sexual double standard were 
legal, not just cultural.  “While in some states a man‟s previous rape convictions are not 
considered admissible evidence, the sexual reputation of the rape victim is considered a 
crucial element of the facts upon which the court must decide innocence or guilt.”  
Writing in 1971, Griffin did not exaggerate her point.  In states such as North Carolina 
courts could not try cases of rape unless the woman in question was a virgin.  The 
inference was clear:  once a woman had sex, she sacrificed her moral standing as a 
virtuous woman, which included her right to say “no” to sexual advances.80 
Straight women were not the only potential victims of male-inflicted violence.  A 
self-identified lesbian in an Everywoman piece recounted an incident when her father 
whipped her repeatedly as punishment for fighting with her brother, “while the rest of the 
family watched in silent, embarrassed approval.”  The incident proved harrowing for the 
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author:  “After that something went click inside of me and I withdrew, beaten, from the 
game.  A depression set in that didn‟t lift for years.”81 
While all women – whether gay or straight – faced the obstacle of having their 
accounts of violence and rape believed, lesbians confronted an added source of 
skepticism.  In an article entitled “The Rape After the Rape,” a writer who went by the 
name of k/t, recounted the aftermath of an incident where she had been raped after 
hitching a ride from two black men on her way to the National Lesbian Conference.  
Throughout the piece, she noted her male defender‟s suspicion about her recounting of 
the events.  He began by asking k/t about her lesbianism, which in her view indicated his 
doubt about the possibility of a lesbian being raped.  Then, the defender asked why she 
did not exercise greater caution in deciding to enter the car when considering that the two 
men were black.  She concluded by describing her defender and the district attorney‟s 
disbelief as to why she did not resist the two men‟s orders when neither of them had a 
gun or knife.   Because of these doubts, k/t‟s defender told her that she had to drop her 
plea to have the state pay for her case.  The evidence, she quoted him as saying, was too 
“flimsy” for that to happen.  Low on finances, k/t dropped the charges.82 
Each of these pieces on the topic of rape reveals how the authors identified male 
cultural privilege as the root of the problem, not the act of rape itself.  The recognition of 
this power dynamic was why k/t realized that she had no chance of winning her case 
when her defender told her, “All we have is your word against him.”  Directly following 
those words, k/t added commentary:  By his word, you mean “[h]is and yours and the 
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male judge and the male prosecutor and the male defendant and the male jury and the 
male lawyers and THE MALE.”83 
Because the consequences of male privilege were so potentially deleterious to 
women yet seldom addressed, writers for Everywoman and the Tide insisted that readers 
needed to educate themselves about how gender oppression functioned so they could 
better protect themselves.  Such awareness remained crucial even when working with 
people who claimed to be allies. 
Supposedly, gay men were allies of lesbians.  As shown in the previous chapter, 
writers from the Advocate, the most widely circulated gay periodical at the time, and 
other gay male-oriented periodicals presented the gay community as an inclusive space, 
welcoming sexual minorities irrespective of class, ethnicity, gender, political ideology, or 
race.  Yet, the projected ideal did not match the reality as these representations failed to 
acknowledge how class, gender, and racial privilege rendered those forms of difference 
invisible, or worse trivialized them.  
Part of the problem lay in use of “community” as a concept.  “[When w]e use the 
term „community … “[i]deally we think of a free coming together of lifestyles; in fact it 
is not quite so,” warned Tide contributor Donna Smith.  “Sometimes it [use of 
„community‟] runs too close a parallel with the ghetto quality of isolating ourselves and 
excluding „outsiders‟ – the very thing  we were subjected to in the „straight community.‟” 
84
  Another problem was sexism, which, according to frequent Tide contributor and self-
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with straight men.  This acknowledgement, she stated in an address on a NOW panel on 
life-styles, prompted her and other lesbian feminists to leave the gay liberation 
movement: 
[W]hen working with gay men w]e found we were treated exactly as women are 
treated in other mixed-sex groups – the stamp lickers and envelope stuffers, the 
coffee brewers and soothers of male egos.  And having become aware of our 
oppression as gays, we felt militant about our rights as people.  I assure you that 
the absence of sexual come-ons was not enough to compensate for all the male 
chauvinism we found in the Gay Liberation Front [the flagship organization of 
gay liberation].
85
 
 
The ways in which lesbians and gay men invoked concepts such as “community” or 
“movement” had a direct effect on how the rest of society thought about gay and lesbian 
issues, which was important in how social attitudes and laws were shaped.  The lack of 
lesbian presence in Life’s 1971 year end summary of gay liberation drew criticism from 
the Tide staff.  “Now that we have been around two years, they [the staff of Life] have 
acknowledged that gays do exist, and that we have a movement,” the blurb began.  “You 
will notice, however, that LIFE assumes the movement is mostly gay men; there were 
two pictures of women and almost no text.  Better than nothin‟, but not much.”86 
Finally, there was the politics of gay liberation itself.  According to Tide’s New 
York Correspondent Karla Jay, the movement upheld what she regarded as a staid idea of 
gay liberation that failed to adapt to the changing political climate.  Her frustration 
crystallized after she attended the fourth annual Gay Pride March on the anniversary 
weekend of the Stonewall riots.  Jay recounted that she was one of only eight or nine 
women compared to some hundred men when she marched in the first parade in 1970 in 
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Los Angeles.  Despite this disparity, she maintained that the parade reflected the spirit of 
the riots that it aimed to commemorate.  “[T]he points of the parade seemed obvious,” 
she remarked, “Gay Liberation was new, and we had to spread the word to those women 
and men on the sidelines and through the media that a gay movement had indeed existed, 
that it was safe to come out of the closet, that there we were, proud and unafraid.”  What 
made this message radical was that it took shape at a time when many gays could not 
come out, whether out of fear or out of self-protection.  In 1970, the marchers generally 
participated with this awareness in mind.  Three years later, the parade lost its political 
drive and “degenerated into a strictly social scene.”  The theme of pride remained, but its 
content rang shallow for Jay.  For one, most of the attendees were oblivious to the 
meaning of the Stonewall riots.  Worse, parade speakers such as Barbara Gittings gutted 
the revolutionary potential of gay pride by proposing that one day gays could have a 
group in the Patrolmen‟s Benevolent Association.  “Is this the point of gay liberation, to 
have gay pigs beating gay prisoners?”  Jay quipped.  “I want to be free, but Sappho save 
me from becoming one of the oppressors.”87 
Jay‟s comments highlight a tension common among lesbian and gay activists in 
the early 1970s and ever since.  That tension centered on the meaning of gay liberation 
and the degree to which it entailed more than just visibility.  For Jay, claims to pride were 
ineffective if they did not fight the root causes of homosexual oppression.  She wrote: 
We homosexuals were just another group of have-nots who began marching in 
1969.  What have we really to celebrate?  The gays on welfare that can‟t get a 
job?  The gays in prison on sodomy raps?  The children taken away from lesbian 
mothers and faggot fathers?  Or should we rejoice over the few measly states in 
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which the laws have been somewhat changed but in which social oppression still 
exists?  Yes, we‟re gay and proud, but even my cats can‟t exist on pride. 
 
Jay reasoned that oppressed people could not attain liberation – and help liberate others – 
unless they confronted oppression as a structural problem, echoing a theme familiar in 
lesbian feminist, radical feminist, and gay liberationist writings.  Jeanne Cordova drew a 
similar conclusion when she reflected on her experiences in the Gay Pride March from 
the year before.  “Having spent three years drawing ourselves together in sisterhood, 
brotherhood, and community solidarity,” she stated, “it is now time to move out of 
ghettos, to challenge society and its fundamental values (the church, the nuclear family, 
sexism, and war related priorities, etc.) which oppress gay people on their own grounds, 
on the doorsteps of their institutions.”  Echoing the sentiments of other radical lesbian 
and gay writers, Cordova insisted that true liberation demanded attention to confronting 
the sources of heterosexism in addition to its effects. 
88
 
Not all Tide and Everywoman writers believed that gay people had achieved the 
community solidarity that Cordova wrote about.  Still, they agreed that lesbian and gay 
liberation required attention to the demands of the moment while remaining committed to 
fighting the causes of oppression.  Ongoing discussions of oppression therefore served as 
reminders of the broader context, the bigger picture to specific instances of homophobia 
or sexism.  By presenting oppression as a structural problem, rather than as a “woman” or 
“gay” problem, writers sought to point out the extensive possibilities self-expression and 
social change afforded.  In an interview with Anne Koedt, author of the classic feminist 
essay “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm,” Sharon Zecha highlighted comments where 
Koedt envisioned a future where restrictive categories of “lesbian” and “woman” no 
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longer existed.  “[T]he final qualification [for liberation],” Zecha quoted Koedt, “is not 
being male or female [but whether the two persons have] gone toward the center where 
they are working toward combining the healthy aspects of the so-called male and female 
characteristics.”89 
Zecha‟s interview of Koedt provides a window into the logic of radical and 
lesbian feminist ideologies of oppression and liberation.  Writers saw the concepts 
operating on a continuum:  only by recognizing oppression in its total, most austere forms 
could individuals imagine new ways of thinking which made liberation possible.  Cheryl 
Fleming Libbey articulated the relationship between the two concepts in an essay for 
Everywoman.  The “system” is oppressive, she argued, because of the way social 
conventions and institutions invisibly inscribe privilege and oppression.  The concept of a 
nuclear family, for example, “consists of obvious property relationship between people 
within a highly structured hierarchy of dominance and subservience.”  Although 
oppressive, the idea was difficult to abandon because it was indoctrinated at an early age 
as normative.   Therefore, attempts to deviate from the nuclear family model and form 
non-traditional types of association typically resulted in guilt and feelings of isolation.   
To liberate oneself and others from the oppression emanating from such cultural 
archetypes as the nuclear family, Libbey urged readers to imagine “alternative[s] to [the] 
system, not just … compromise[s].”  After proposing a litany of suggestions, from 
revised eating habits  to developing local economies rooted on subsistence instead of 
consumerism, she encouraged readers to take a leap of faith to believe in the power of 
actualizing thoughts and fantasies – however farfetched they may appear – to create a 
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new world free from oppression.   Libbey acknowledged that her vision was farfetched, if 
not unattainable.  Yet, that was the point.  Addressing the cynics, she wrote: 
We‟re frustrated right now because we are sitting on our asses in L.A., toying 
with the system by trying to intellectually convince our friends that we‟ve found a 
way out of our misery.  But every day we become more harshly aware  that no 
matter how many minds we reach, no matter how many „Right On‟s [sic]we hear, 
nothing will fundamentally alter our attitudes toward  our personal lives, 
miserable though they be, until we each actually start living our fantasies.
90
 
 
On the face of it, Libbey‟s comments appear to have little to do with women‟s or lesbian 
liberation.  Where were the demands for legalized abortions, greater accessibility to rape 
counseling, lesbian adoption, and sex law reform?  Where were the complaints about 
patriarchy and heterosexism?  Understandably, historians have focused on how activists 
and writers addressed these sorts of issues because of their respective backgrounds in 
confronting oppression.  In so doing, however, they have painted only a partial picture of 
what many of these individuals envisioned when they discussed ideas of oppression and 
liberation.   
 
Lesbian Identification and “Separatism” 
 The category of “lesbian” was a vehicle to express those ideas.  At times, writers 
portrayed lesbians as individuals who possessed essential characteristics.  In other 
instances, “the lesbian” was not a person but an idea, an embodiment of an alternative 
worldview.  Historians have asked which expression was more salient in an effort to 
gauge the extent to which lesbian and radical feminists invoked the category as a way to 
separate from the women‟s and gay liberation movements and to categorize the early 
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1970s as a particular moment in both lesbian and feminist history.  Contemporaries, 
however, did not ask this question.  Rather, they considered how they could use 
lesbianism as an idea in effort to compel readers to think positively about their identities 
as both women and homosexuals and to have them draw from those understandings as a 
way to improve the qualities of their own lives and of the surrounding world.
91
 
 By some accounts, social acceptance of lesbianism entailed nothing less than an 
overhaul of civilization.  “Trad culture [short for “Traditional American Cultural Values 
and the sisters and brothers who hold those values sacred”] cannot tolerate lesbianism,” 
wrote Evan Paxton in a special issue of Everywoman.  “Fear of lesbianism is a direct 
consequence of the sexist, anti-individualist foundations of trad culture.  The head 
changes which make emotional and intellectual – 100% – acceptance of lesbianism 
possible are the same head changes that make 100% of trad culture necessary.”  Paxton 
went on to extol lesbian love as “one of the most daring acts of individualism in world 
history” because it challenged the sanctity of social conventions rooted in heterosexism 
and male privilege.  These statements suggest an idealization of lesbianism as a remedy 
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for political and cultural disorder.  The article‟s concluding statement revealed, however, 
that Paxton‟s vision of social liberation was less reliant on lesbianism as her earlier 
comments implied.  Addressing a presumed lesbian audience, she wrote: 
[W]e need more than the vacuum and the poverty that has always been the 
alternative to the norm.  To be realistic we need a new civilization.  We need an 
atmosphere in which individualism is encouraged, not penalized.  We need 
freedom – unqualified and unabridged freedom – because only freedom can 
accommodate the potential diversity of peoplekind.  We need a world in which 
the word normal will be used only in contexts such as discussing body 
temperatures.  We need institutions based upon respect and not power.  We need a 
culture in which the person who attempts to impose her/his definitions upon 
others will be recognized as anti-social.  We need all this and more.  And if we 
settle for less, sisters, we‟ll be selling ourselves short. 
 
It is striking that for an article focused on explaining how lesbians challenged traditional 
society, no mention of lesbianism appeared in its concluding sentences.  Instead, Paxton 
highlighted the need to “accommodate [to] the potential diversity of peoplekind” and not 
to impose one‟s definitions of normalcy upon others.  This shift in rhetoric suggests that 
Paxton‟s ultimate goal had less to do with promoting lesbianism as a lifestyle and more to 
do with convincing readers that they impeded themselves and society if they expressed 
themselves inauthentically.  The category of lesbian in this respect served as a channel to 
encourage readers to see their subjectivities and all the oppressions they generated as 
agents to make their lives more satisfying and the surrounding world more humane.
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 Not all Everywoman and Tide writers wrote so affirmatively about the 
possibilities for social change.  One major obstacle was male privilege.  By one writer‟s 
account, oppressed men – whether gay men, third world men, poor men, or high school 
men – could not work with women because their goals for liberation conflicted with those 
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of women.  “I want them to be free,” she noted, “but where their … heads are at now, 
their freedom would be at my expense.”  Susan Helenius, in another piece from the July 
9, 1971 special lesbian issue of Everywoman, was even more scathing in her critique of 
men.  She scolded them for their avarice and commercial exploitation:  “men have 
exhausted the pornographic possibilities of nearly everything for the sake of the god 
dollar and ego-throbbing fascism”; and for their cruelty towards other human beings:  
“Having already turned life on earth into war [and] the color spectrum into racism, … 
they made black people into niggers, please remember, and did not do away with it for a 
few years.”  Men inherently wanted to retain their social privilege, so “with great 
tenacity” they relegated women to the status of “cosmetic brainless gargoyles.”  Helenius 
maintained that lesbianism offered women a way out of male supervision because the 
lifestyle “never really had a thing to do with men, despite all attempts at interference, and 
as a consequence remains the only viable pursuit left on earth pure as snow, ego-free, and 
non-profit.”  She continued, “In fact, Lesbianism is nothing more than women‟s reward 
for millenniums of endurance – each other.”93    
Helenius‟s condemnation of men coupled with her celebration of lesbianism as an 
escape from the confines of male-dominated oppression should not be taken as literal 
assertions of fact.  For one, her critique of men lacked specificity.  By Helenius‟s 
account, men controlled all of the economic and social institutions that oppressed women.  
Were men so socially conditioned to oppress others that they were incapable of acting in 
a way that was not self-serving?  Here as elsewhere the question was left unaddressed.  
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Moreover, who were men?  Significantly, the word appeared in the plural form, 
functioning as a generic signifier that simultaneously pointed to all men and no men at 
once.   By not identifying specific men as the source of societal oppression, Helenius‟s 
description of “men as the problem” functioned more as a plea for readers to abandon the 
idea that they needed to accept male-dictated cultural norms than it had to do with 
glorification of lesbian sexuality or endorsement of lesbian separatism.  
Thus in the Helenius article and elsewhere, bold statements about male-led 
oppression and lesbian liberation were designed for dramatic effect, not to convey rigid 
political ideologies.  The rhetoric of self-identified radical feminist Robin Morgan further 
illuminates this point.  On the face of it, Morgan was a prototypical man-hating feminist 
separatist.  It was a label that she embraced.  Morgan infamously declared before a room 
of a few hundred women during the West Coast Lesbian Conference of 1973 that “man-
hating is an honorable and viable political act.”  Three years earlier she wrote an essay 
entitled “Goodbye to All That,” which chronicled her accounts of sexism in the New 
Left.  The piece concluded that she was not welcome in the movement and encouraged 
other women to follow her lead.  Morgan‟s disdain for male privilege in her statements 
and actions was palpable.  Still, she appeared willing to work with men, provided that 
they allowed women to control their own movement.  “For sympathetic men who are 
trying to struggle around it [oppression], they will have to learn tacitly to accept female 
leadership,” she stated in an Everywoman interview to Linda Elden.  Morgan assured 
readers that this did not mean that men would be told “to do things around the house,” but 
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it did require that they recognize that “women were still in charge” of their own 
liberation.
94
                                                                                                                                                                                                            
Morgan‟s stated willingness to cooperate with men suggests that she was not the 
man-hating feminist separatist she claimed to be.  Her words and actions were a form of 
political theater designed to rattle audiences in effort to have her words resonate.  
Morgan‟s bawdiness was crucial to the performance.  In a typical display of her 
performance style she declared haughtily during the keynote address of the April 14, 
1973 Lesbian Feminist Conference of Los Angeles, “I am a woman.  I am a Feminist, a 
radical feminist, yes, a militant feminist.  I am a witch. ... Most of all, I am a monster – 
and I am proud.”  Of course, Morgan was not suggesting that she was an actual witch or 
monster.  Rather, she sought to stress that she and her audiences could persevere with 
pride and independence from men.
95
 
The fact that Morgan, one of the most renowned and most brazen radical 
feminists of the early 1970s, used claims of separatism more as rhetorical tactics than as a 
part of a fixed ideological position indicates that feminist and lesbian politics were more 
complicated than we have routinely been told.   Although Everywoman and Tide writers 
sometimes echoed Morgan‟s vitriol by proclaiming the problems of men and the need for 
lesbians and feminists to escape their insidious oppressive ways, they, like Morgan, never 
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discussed these ideas beyond the level of abstraction or fantasy.  One cited reason for 
why lesbian and radical feminist ideas of separatism failed to materialize was due to the 
internecine disputes which prevented those ideas from gaining the widespread support 
they needed.  Another possible reason was that it was easier to speak of political action 
than it was to execute.  In its August 1973 issue, the Tide acknowledged this gap when it 
jokingly defined “rhetoric” as “what one says well, but does poorly.”  Finally, writers did 
not want to separate from society as their claims indicated.  Indeed, many of them 
expressed interests in working with straight women and gay men despite doubts about the 
benefits of forming such coalitions.
96
 
Part of the reason these writers advocated cooperation was strategic.  Jeanne 
Cordova reasoned that because all women suffered from patriarchal oppression, lesbians 
could work with straight women rather seamlessly.  “Hypothetically,” they “formed 
coalitions around such issues as rape, abortion, and childcare.”  She continued, “I say 
hypothetically, because lesbian groups have rarely separated themselves from the 
Feminist Movement and therefore lesbians have rarely worked on feminist issues as 
lesbians.”  Lesbian feminists also found many straight feminists welcoming allies by the 
early 1970s due to the changing position of lesbianism in feminist thought.
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Tide writers generally found working with gay men more complicated yet still 
worthwhile in part due to shared political objectives.  In a letter reprinted in the April 
1973 issue of the Tide, twenty lesbian feminists from California, including Jeanne 
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Cordova and fellow Tide reporter Rita A. Goldberger, declared their “place in the gay 
movement.”  In one section entitled “Sexism Used as the Red, White, and Blue Banner of 
the All American Gay Pig,” the authors declared their umbrage working with gay men in 
gay rights campaigns.   The authors noted enthusiastically that because of their 
organizing efforts and their solidarity as women, lesbians were equally represented in 
those campaigns for the first time in the history of the gay movement.  “Yet the response 
of gay men to the lesbian leadership („Uppity Dykes‟) shows that the sexist gay man is no 
more willing than he was than two years ago to deal with us,” the authors protested.  
Despite this continued sexism, however, they conceded that it was in their best interests 
to work with gay men: 
Because we as lesbian women are, like our gay brothers, fired from our jobs, 
denied the rights of parenthood, evicted from our homes, labeled „criminal‟ 
because we choose to love one another, etc., we will continue our struggle for 
civil rights in the gay movement.  Our real enemy is too strong for us to spend 
many more years fighting each other.
98
 
 
Tide writers supported coalition building also as a way to highlight the interconnectivity 
of various forms of oppression.  In an article entitled “The Politics of Lesbianism,” the 
author urged lesbians to widen the scope of their political awareness in order to “see the 
war in Viet Nam as her war” because “the tormenters of her Vietnamese Sisters are her 
tormenters”; to recognize “that the trial of Angela Davis is her trial[, f]or if the jury 
                                                 
98
 “Letter to the Collective: Our Place in the Movement,” The Lesbian Tide, April 13, 1973, 20, 21.  
Cordova and Goldberger wrote other pieces on lesbians and gay rights.  In “Radical Feminism?” Cordova 
warned about the possible pitfalls of lesbians working on gay civil rights issues: “When lesbians work with 
gay men on gay civil rights, issues of sodomy and lewd conduct often receive more emphasis than those of 
child custody or employment discrimination.”  Rita A. Goldberger in “Gay Rights – A Lesbian Issue,” The 
Lesbian Tide, October 1973, 6, raised similar concerns as Cordova.  She concluded, however, that lesbians 
could work with gay men on common issues without sacrificing their identities:  “Taking up the struggle 
for gay rights does not mean that we abandon our music our poetry, our collectives, our community of 
sisters.  It merely adds one more element to our culture: the willingness to fight against the oppression that 
keeps Lesbianism from being truly beautiful for ourselves and for our sisters.” 
  
  
100 
 
convicts Angela Davis of murder, kidnapping, and conspiracy on the evidence ... of a 
„crime of passion‟ ... then her conviction will be upheld ... solely on the fact that SHE IS 
A WOMAN – and therefore (in this sexist society) is expected to act without reason and 
with uncontrollable emotion”; and to understand “that when certain „Sisters‟ from the 
National Organization for Women attacked their Socialist Sisters – at the NOW 
Convention in August 1971 – that this attack the year before would have been against 
lesbians.”  Jeanne Cordova added to this message, insisting that lesbians and gay men 
oppressed others when they failed to participate in broader struggles for liberation: 
[B]eing open about our gayness is only the beginning of our awareness.  By not 
realizing that we too are the products of a racist-sexist-warlike society; by not 
being able to deal with our own prejudices; by not understanding that many times, 
as well as being oppressed, we become the oppressors, we isolate ourselves from 
the main issue.  The main issue being that this movement is a total struggle.  We 
must cross all the political barriers, the race barriers, the international as well as 
the national barriers ... commit ourselves to all the issues.  For to be totally free as 
gays in this society is an illusion!  We MUST LIVE, and others must live, AS 
FREE HUMAN BEINGS IN A JUST SOCIETY.  THIS is our final goal ... and 
our common denominator. 
 
Cordova‟s statement could be read as an attempt to revitalize gay liberation and lesbian 
feminism, which by some accounts had become less radical by September 1972 when the 
piece was published.  That interpretation, while plausible, minimizes the ethical 
imperative of Cordova‟s message:  to underscore that the struggle for liberation could not 
be confined to any one group; that gay and lesbian liberation necessitated the liberation of 
all people.  This often repeated message mandated that readers view their struggles for 
freedom as interconnected with other oppressed people.
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 According to some Tide and Everywoman writers, these oppressed people 
included men. “[I]n American culture, socially oppressive elements are not limited to 
females,” read the piece “Note to Gay Feminists” in the inaugural issue of the Tide.  
“Both male and female are expected to fulfill certain social roles.  We are oppressed as a 
people ... by role expectations and I feel that men are beginning to realize that they no 
more wish to be merely role fulfilling individuals than do women.”  Sylvia Hartman in a 
front page article for Everywoman offered similar sentiments and underlined how 
women‟s liberation could emancipate men:  “Because men suffer from being stereotyped 
just as women do in society – because men must role-play just as women must – then the 
only salvation for the unfree man is turn the liberation of women, which will enable men 
to put down their armor, take off their male-masks and be human.”  Other pieces from 
Everywoman stressed that educating men about their oppressive ways was achievable and 
an effort worth pursuing.  In the December 5, 1970, the newspaper printed a page 
containing four letters from men which indicated how those individuals confronted their 
male chauvinism and became liberated in the process.  One of those letters from a man by 
the name of R.T. echoed a message central to Hartman and other Everywoman writers: 
“If women win, men will win.”  The reverse held true, too.  Frequent Everyone 
contributor Varda One advised radical feminists on the need to extend messages of 
women‟s liberation to include men.  She insisted that once men have been included and 
they too began to be liberated like women, then we can imagine a society where “[t]here 
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is no rape, not because women have learned karate but because men have learned to 
respect the dignity of the other sex.”100 
 These same writers insisted, however, that their efforts to work with gay male 
feminists and invite men into the women‟s movement were secondary to the main goal of 
addressing the concerns of women.   After detailing the various ways in which gay men 
could advance the push for lesbian liberation, Cordova concluded that lesbians must 
focus their energies first and foremost on emancipating themselves and their sisters:  “[I]t 
is ourselves we must first liberate before we can ever hope to accomplish anything as a 
movement,” she assured readers.  “Group identity is too often a copout in that by 
identifying with a group we are allowing ourselves to escape facing self-oppressive 
elements within ourselves.”   Hartman offered a similar message: 
Men: ... I care about your suffering.  I care that you, too, are not free in this 
society.  I want your liberation.  But I want my own, too.  And that‟s what I‟m 
fighting for.  That‟s where I must put my energies.  At least for now.  Women 
must fight for their own liberation – and not copout by saying it‟s all for you, for 
you men. 
 
Both Cordova and Hartman used the word “copout” to describe the possible dangers of 
working for male liberation.  Indeed, Hartman wondered if in writing about male 
liberation that she alienated women in the process.  “Why am I working so hard to write 
an article so obviously designed to please and passify [sic] men?” she wondered.  “To 
alleviate my own guilt of being a feminist?  To dissipate my own anger?  After working 
for years trying to deal with those feelings, I felt somehow I was slipping backwards and 
I didn‟t like it.” Varda One indirectly expressed similar concerns when discussing 
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women‟s liberation as part of a broader effort to liberate all humans from social 
oppression.  In previous articles, she wrote in an addendum, “I was talking about women 
initiating positive alternatives which embodied feminist principles.  I still believe this is 
necessary but I am now adding the idea that men should be invited to participate when 
the enterprise is stable.”101 
Tide columnist Del Whan feared that the movement for lesbian liberation was too 
small and vulnerable to outside usurpation to afford being too welcoming to men and 
straight women.  She declared, “It has been said that only 5% of people ever try to make 
things happen in life. ... 10% watch what happens ... and 85% never knows what the 
HELL happened!  That statement applies very well to the gay [women‟s] movement.”  
Whan contended that a significant portion of that 5% appeared at best out of touch with 
the other 95% and at worst indignant to the diverse lifestyle choices and concerns of that 
group, further weakening the ability of lesbian feminists to build a sustainable movement 
for liberation.  Moreover, many of these movement leaders were locked in internecine 
battles which prevented them from executing their ideas effectively.  While admitting 
that male participation would increase the size of the movement, Whan feared that 
investment in appealing to men could deter writers and activists from working towards 
their real goal of liberating women.
102
 
Writers insisted that achieving that goal was complicated.  A group of twelve 
women from the Collective that Has No Name maintained that women must unite “[t]o 
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overcome [their] isolation and aloneness; ... [t]o overcome the learned competiveness 
which [made them] ineffective; ... [t]o gain the political strength we lack as individuals 
and to build [a] political unit out of which to act; ... [f]or companionship; ... [t]o make 
ourselves individually stronger; ... [t]o unite personal and political struggles into one.” 103 
Of these various objectives, emphasis on overcoming isolation and aloneness 
received the most attention.  Aloneness – and not loneliness – was an existential state 
common among all humans as one untitled poem indicated:  “[H]ave you ever been not 
alone?  (No – I don‟t mean lonely – most people are sometimes no lonely – but alone).  
[H]ave you ever fused your soul with another‟s – or God‟s – and escape the 
encompassing just-oneness of yourself?  [H]ave you ever not been alone?”  Lesbianism 
only added to this sense of aloneness as it removed those familiar anchors of 
companionship – the family and the church.104 
Yet for Sharon M. Raphael, an assistant professor of sociology at California State 
– Dom. Hills, the very fact that lesbians and other oppressed people could not rely on 
conventional institutions to alleviate feelings of existential loss provided them with the 
power “to revolutionize the nature of human relationships and to offer individuals a wider 
range of dignified life styles and opportunities for creative human growth.”   Achieving a 
sense of personal pride in the face of oppression, by Raphael‟s account, afforded 
marginalized people the chance to turn inward and achieve a deeper form of liberation – 
one that resided in an individual‟s inner soul.105 
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This connection between liberation and authentic self-expression was one of the 
defining characteristics of radical feminism in the early 1970s.  It was also how writers 
came to equate lesbianism with liberation, as suggested by the Tide cartoon “The New 
Adventures of Rachel Radical” (Figure 2-1, below).  Rachel‟s radicalism resided in her 
fearless “defending [of] the rights of women, homosexuals, black people, brown people, 
yellow people, red people, poor people, dwarfs, degenerates, and dachshunds!”  The 
cartoon also implied that Rachel was a lesbian, yet it contained no images associated with 
sexual desire.  Instead, Rachel‟s lesbianism was equated with her political will to find 
life, love, and liberty for all.
106
 
“The New Adventures of Rachel Radical” shows again that the concept of lesbian lacked 
fixed meaning in the pages of the Tide and Everywoman.  Writers used the concept in 
various contexts to convey distinct ideas about their readers‟ obligations to their own 
liberation, the liberation of other lesbians and women, and the liberation of society at 
large.  Statements advocating separatism, thus, were not necessarily designed to 
encourage readers to separate from society.  More commonly, they served to remind 
readers that lesbians did not need men or heterosexuals to survive or be content, while   
acknowledging that efforts to achieve liberation involved all types of people, including 
the oppressors.  The object laid out to readers, in effect, was to live and formulate a new 
society where male and heterosexual values no longer defined social conventions.  This 
goal proved elusive for Tide and Everywoman writers. 
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Figure 2-1: “The New Adventure of Rachel Radical,”  
The Lesbian Tide, February 1972, 12. 
Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library. 
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Sexual Freedom and Sexual Ethics 
  Lesbian Tide and Everywoman writers advocated that readers strive to create a 
society, or at least a world for themselves, where male values were no longer dominant.  
That goal posed two basic issues.  First, what were male values?  Second, how did one 
live without those values when male supremacy was so omnipresent culturally?  These 
questions elicited varied responses and uncertainty over how to lead a liberated, yet 
ethically sound life. 
  Nowhere was this uncertainty more apparent than when the issue of sex surfaced.  
In an article reprinted in the January 12, 1971 issue of Everywoman, Michelle Clark 
expressed her ambivalence about the lifting of sexual restraints generated by the sexual 
revolution of the 1960s.  On the one hand, the sexual revolution precipitated the collapse 
of institutional respect and the crumbling of inhibitions.  “More people are doing IT 
[sex], and presumably, more people, men and women, are digging it,” she wrote.  “We 
are no longer alone with our shames and soon we may not be ashamed at all.  All this is 
to the good.”  On the other hand, Clark warned, “along with the breakdown of traditional 
values, the hint of bodily ecstasy, the threat of the end to sex roles, comes fear, violence, 
hatred, rape, and murder.”  These issues have always been of concern to women, but, for 
Clark, the sexual revolution afforded men a license to indulge in fantasies or actual acts 
of male-on-female sexual exploitation as extensions of their supposed natural sexual 
desires.   After noting the preponderance of “exposed penises” as “the norm for a woman 
walking alone” and “newsstands ... glutted with sado-masochist picture stories and 
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novels,” Clark concluded that while the sexual revolution might signal “the beginning of 
freedom,” for women, “it sure is hell.” 107 
  Brenda Starr echoed Clark‟s sentiments in another Everywoman piece written two 
months later and added how the sexual revolution burdened men, too.  She argued that 
because love had effectively been removed as a prerequisite for sex women having sex 
with men “feel they must put out if they want another date.”  The men involved, on the 
other hand, “feel they must make passes or be considered homosexuals.”  These new 
pressures on both women and men, in her words, converted sex “from a healthy activity 
into a nightmare.”108 
  Numerous Tide writers observed that the sexual revolution hurt lesbians, too.  Rita 
Goldberger noted in the Tide that although lesbianism had become very fashionable, 
appearing in print media, television, and movies, lesbians were portrayed routinely as sex 
objects taken to their logical extreme:  “See two chicks do it to each other.”  The accounts 
of Clark, Starr, and Goldberger indicate that although the sexual revolution fostered 
greater sexual freedom, that added freedom came at the cost of a tightening of sex roles 
and greater social pressure to fulfill those roles adeptly.
 109
   
  This frequently noted grim scenario prompted numerous Tide writers to question 
the efficacy of their own sexual practices and stress the need to seek more ethical 
alternatives.  One of those alternatives was celibacy.  Several of the newspaper‟s 
contributors discussed the politics of celibacy in the first of a two part roundtable series 
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entitled, “Pre-Revolutionary Sexuality.”  In the piece, one self-identified celibate, Freda, 
described her reasons for eliminating sex and other acts of physical attraction from her 
life.  “In my head I have a dream of people being able to love each other openly and 
freely, whether it‟s sexual or not, with no problems arising from the progression of 
affection to the physical.  This is how I would like to live,” she admitted, “but I have 
found that it is not the time.  There are too many complications.”  Freda identified those 
complications as possessiveness, jealousy, and pressure to adhere to sex roles.  Barbara, a 
lesbian who practiced celibacy intermittently, echoed Freda‟s sentiments and emphasized 
the rewarding qualities of celibacy in her life.  It “helps me discipline myself,” she stated.  
“But more important, celibacy permits me to change in some direction that I choose.”110 
  Freda and Barbara both identified as feminists but claimed that their feminist 
ideologies did not define their sexual practices.  Freda‟s comments in the second of the 
two part series suggest, however, that a desire to escape the confines of male cultural 
authority informed her decision to lead a life of celibacy.  “I feel that being lustful is a 
very male thing, that you really want release.”  She continued, “Lust is where you see a 
body without even a head on it.  [It is] average everyday attraction, eroticism, and 
[repeating herself] a very male thing.”  Jeanne Cordova claimed that she did not practice 
celibacy but did limit herself to sleeping with her friends only.  “I think that all sexuality 
in this culture is sexist.  All of it, no matter how much you love the other person,” she 
stated. “Sex with your friends as a natural extension with your friends is the only non-
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sexist sex.”  Barbara disagreed: “You can go to bed with a friend and fall into a very role-
oriented thing.”111 
  Throughout Freda, Barbara, and Cordova‟s conversations, the issue of male 
sexual supremacy loomed large, whether the respondents observed its presence or not.  In 
discussing lust as a male sexual value, role-oriented sex, and recognizing the person as an 
individual and not as a sexual object, they framed their discussions about sexual ethics 
and sexual practices as an issue of how to negotiate their sexual desires in relation to a 
male-constructed, male-dominated sexual system.  The dilemma was one that lesbian 
writers addressed repeatedly in the 1970s.  Gay male writers, in contrast, seldom 
acknowledged the question of whether there should be limits to gay sexual freedom 
largely because it did not affect them and their readers.   Chapter four shows how gay 
male apathy towards this question lifted in the 1980s when the AIDS epidemic forced 
them to confront questions of sexual ethics literally as issues of life or death. 
     The cartoon below (Figure 2-2) from the Lesbian Tide suggests that some lesbian 
feminist writers disapproved acknowledging sexual restraint as a core value.  The 
crudely-drawn illustration features numerous women dancing at a noticeable distance 
from another.  At the top of the cartoon, the words “Lesbian feminist dance” appeared,  
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Figure 2-2: “Lesbian Feminist Dance,” The Lesbian Tide, October 1973, 8.  
Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library. 
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followed by “no kissing/no hand-holding/no slow-dancing/no sensual winking.”  At the 
bottom, read the caption, “..., and, then I finally had to give up masturbating because my 
vibrator was making too many personal demands.”  The words in the upper right-hand 
corner summarized the cartoon‟s message:  “Lesbianism is revolution (that is, 
theoretically, of course).”  The image, which appeared alongside the beginning of the 
piece on celibacy, was an obvious spoof of lesbian feminist orthodoxy and perhaps its 
own values.  Underneath the joke, however, was an unsettled dilemma:  What was a 
lesbian feminist to do about her sexual desires?  How, if at all, could she reconcile her 
erotic desires with her feminist values?  Writers addressed these questions frequently, but 
they expressed uncertainty of what those answers should be.
112
 
  Some Tide writers drew from their feminist ideologies to advocate for non-
monogamy but found themselves doubting whether this seemingly libertarian view of 
sexuality made them any freer.  In a poem entitled “Monogamy,” the author Nancy 
defined the practice as “an incorrect political alternative ... which keeps the nuclear 
family together, ... an institution which enslaves all women in the status quo.”  The 
choice for Nancy, thus, seemed clear:  “To integrate one‟s personal life with one‟s own 
politics/To further the revolution/It is necessary to reject the lifestyle of monogamy.”  Or, 
so it appeared:  “I‟m trying sisters, Sisters, I‟m really trying.  Sitting on our bed/My arms 
clutched tightly around my shoulders.  Rocking/ Alone/My hands frantically trying to 
comfort/Rocking/Alone/My mouth wrenched open/ Ripped/Torn/Frozen in a silent 
scream.”  The problem, as Nancy put it, was jealousy – that “incorrect emotional 
experience” and “reactionary force based on ownership,” which thrives even when one 
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tries to eliminate it.  She concluded:  “Somebody help me.  I don‟t understand.  Where is 
the woman I love?  I‟m so scared.  I‟m so scared.”113 
  Some writers expressed greater confidence on how they felt about monogamy.  “I 
realized that monogamy in 1973 is simply not a viable way of life,” wrote Julie Lee, a 
fifty-one year Tide columnist.  I realized long ago that the chance of meeting more than 
one person to whom we want to relate on a total basis, are almost 100% in this era of 
mobility.  I also felt that to deny ourselves everyone we felt attracted to „for the sake of 
monogamy‟ is oppressive and unhealthy.”  Lee‟s comments indicate that lesbian 
feminists (such as Lee) were not as opposed to sex as the more recent sex-positive 
feminists and scholars have charged.  Lesbian writers wanted themselves and their 
readers to have sex like their gay male counterparts, but as women who had been 
exploited historically because of their sexualities, they appeared more reluctant to 
endorse unrestrained sexual activity as viable options.
114
 
  The key, then, as one writer who went by the name of “Susan” maintained, was to 
grant individuals the freedom to choose how to conduct their sexual lives.  That freedom, 
however, was not something that lesbian feminists advocating non-monogamy 
necessarily acknowledged.  Susan noted that other lesbians often met her decision to 
practice monogamy with sharp disapproval.  “I do resent others telling me that my 
lifestyle is „outdated,‟ „an incorrect political alternative,‟ „slavery,‟ or any other such 
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label,” she wrote.  “In a society as large as „all Lesbians,‟ there IS room for all of us.  We 
ALL have a right to be here!”115 
  Nancy‟s ambivalence towards monogamy and Lee and Susan‟s disagreement over 
whether the practice constituted a tenable, morally sound lifestyle choice for lesbians 
show that the 1970s feminist mantra of “the personal is political” oftentimes generated 
feelings of indecision and suppression rather than liberation.    Some Tide writers insisted 
moving beyond the monogamy versus non-monogamy debate as a way out of this 
predicament.  That debate, one anonymous writer noted, facilitated a rift between “You 
and I” by creating “two different cages both filled with fear instead trust.”  “How can 
love grow” in this climate, she wondered?  An anonymous writer advocated that lesbian 
feminists turn their attention away from critiquing individual lifestyle choices and sexual 
practices entirely in their fight for lesbian liberation.  “Lifestyles [are] not revolutionary,” 
the author observed, “it‟s how you confront the political issues involved” that really 
matters.
116
 
  To some degree, the Tide tried to heed this advice by presenting images of 
lesbians that deliberately did not challenge dominant sex and gender norms.  An 
advertisement for a rap group session called “Gay Awareness” (Figure 2-3, below) offers 
a case in point.  The image features five women, each of whom are positioned in a way 
that strategically eschews sexual suggestiveness.  None of the women‟s bodies are 
touching one another.  Two of the women appear to exchange gazes in the lower half of  
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Figure 2-3:  “Gay Awareness,” The Lesbian Tide, April 1972, 4. 
Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library. 
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the illustration, but any implication that this scene is sexual is offset by the presence of 
another woman in the bottom left hand corner.  The women are also strikingly feminine.  
Four out of five of them have long hair; the exception being a woman in the foreground 
who appears to be African-American.  Each of the women has pronounced lips and soft 
eyes:  features all the more striking because of the images‟ abstraction.  The clothing 
designs and the flowing cursive lettering further add to the general feminized appearance 
of the illustration.  
  Two key factors seem to explain why the “Gay Awareness” advertisement 
featured images of lesbians in a non-sexual, feminine context.  First, the makers of the 
advertisement and Cordova, Tide’s publisher, probably did not want to alienate readers 
who may have been struggling with the meanings of their sexualities and the way that 
their lesbianism – presuming that they identified as “lesbians” – affected their identities 
as women.  Second, and more important, they likely wanted to offset the stereotypes of 
lesbians advanced by feminists.  Ti-Grace Atkinson, Susan Brownmiller, and Betty 
Friedan, as mentioned earlier, each charged that lesbians could not be good feminists 
because they supposedly were hypersexual, engaged in sexual role play, or were gender 
inverts (i.e., they behaved as men because they slept with women although they were 
trapped in women‟s bodies).  In 1972, lesbians had garnered a more respected place in 
the woman‟s movement than they had two years earlier when Atkinson, Brownmiller, 
and Friedan made their dismissive comments.  Part of this success could be attributed to 
the fact that publications like the Tide and Everywoman, when they discussed lesbianism, 
made concerted efforts to demonstrate that their political concerns and lifestyle choices 
did not revolve around sex and that they were in fact women. 
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Lesbian Feminism and the Problem of Race 
 
 
Figure 2-4: “ALL GAY!” The Lesbian Tide, September 1971, cover. 
Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library. 
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  The other striking component of the “Gay Awareness” advertisement is its racial 
homogeneity.  Although there is what appears to be an African-American woman at the 
center bottom left, there is no trace of color in her skin; her hair and her nose structure 
provide the only evidence that she is black.   Tide’s lack of racial diversity in its pictures 
is particularly striking in the newspaper‟s early issues.  On the cover of the second issue 
(Figure 2-4, above), four women appear above the words “ALL GAY!!” in capital letters.  
The cover‟s message, like that of the entire issue, is one of diversity and community.  The 
image shows a hippie, a musician, a feminine woman, and a seemingly more butch 
woman, all of whom are gay – and white.  The newspaper showed greater concern for 
representing women of color in later issues, as the full-page image (Figure 2-5, below) 
from the March 1972 demonstrates. 
  This gesture towards racial inclusion, however, did not change how the Tide 
covered issues of race.  Until the end of 1973, the newspaper rarely discussed racism as a 
source of oppression.  Instances where women of color discussed their specific 
experiences and concerns appeared even less frequently.  One exception was “Black 
Lesbian Woman,” an article whose title aptly highlighted the novelty of race as a topic of 
discussion in the Tide.  What is striking about the piece is how Anita Cornwell, the 
piece‟s author, mentioned racism as a problem but only to explain it, as she puts it, as a 
“Siamese twin” to sexism, because “it‟s virtually impossible to tell where one ends and 
the other begins.”  This theme of the intersection of multiple forms of oppression became 
central to black lesbian and gay press coverage beginning in the late 1970s and well into 
the 1990s, as chapter five illustrates.  Yet, whereas later writers would point out the 
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Figure 2-5: “Welcome Out, Sister,” The Lesbian Tide, March 1972, 6. 
Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library. 
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specific ways that racism fueled oppression and how the lesbian and gay movement 
marginalized the concerns of gay people of color by eliding race, Cornwell denoted 
racism as subsidiary to sexism, rendering it virtually invisible.  Throughout the article, 
she highlighted some of the standard lesbian feminist critiques of the day, most notably 
the problem with “heavy [sexual] role playing.”  Her comments about men were virtually 
identical to much of what appeared in the Tide and Everywoman.  For example, she 
wrote, “I have long suspected that 99 percent of all men would rather be dead than have 
women placed on an equal level with them.”  When she explicitly mentioned her 
experiences as a black lesbian, it was for the purpose of criticizing other black people.  
She noted in one passage, “I believe it‟s fairly common knowledge that the black man has 
sold her [the black lesbian] on the idea that only whitey is her enemy.”  She directed 
many of her other critiques at black lesbians for not joining the women‟s movement and 
failing to practice feminism in their everyday lives.
117
 
  Tide’s image of a black woman pictured above the words “welcome out, sister” 
along with Cornwell‟s “Black Lesbian Woman” article which minimized the importance 
of her race as a component that defined her oppression reflected how representations of 
racial diversity alone did not address problems rooted in race and racism.  Although 
Everywoman presented diversity as one of its central editorial objectives, the newspaper‟s 
coverage oftentimes marginalized the very concerns of the readers it sought to address by 
creating the impression that all of their concerns could be covered under one tent.  In 
“Women‟s Liberation Means All Women or it‟s not women‟s liberation,” for example, 
                                                 
117
 Anita Cornwell, “Black Lesbian Woman,” The Lesbian Tide, September 1973, 11. 
  
  
121 
 
Varda One urged the women‟s movement to incorporate all women regardless of their 
class, race, or sexuality.   She maintained that women – whether rich or poor, white or 
black, gay or straight – should see themselves and unite as a community because they 
shared a common form of oppression – being a woman.  After discussing a litany of 
internecine disputes between women in history, she concluded, “Let‟s not get caught in 
this trap but open our movement to all women.  Whether a cage has been of gold or iron, 
it‟s still a cage.”  Perhaps so, but what Varda One and other Everywoman and Tide 
writers failed to acknowledge was how issues of classism and racism, in addition to 
sexism and heterosexism, determined not only the structure of that cage but the thinking 
involved in plotting an escape.
118
 
 
Conclusion 
  The fact that these writers were unable to recognize that one‟s particular place in 
society shaped their ideas and strategies for attaining liberation is surprising.  
Everywoman and Tide writers insisted that lesbian oppression was unique.  That 
uniqueness caused readers‟ experiences to differ from those of straight women, gay men, 
and other marginalized individuals.  Because they were different, with different 
experiences and different worldviews, writers argued that they needed to unite as a 
community in support of one another.  In forming this imagined community, writers did 
not advocate that lesbians detach themselves from the rest of society.  On the contrary, 
they used the ideas of community and lesbianism as rhetorical instruments to empower 
readers to become independent and to enable them to believe that they did not need men 
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or heterosexuals to thrive as individuals.   In promoting this theme of self-reliance, 
writers ultimately hoped to turn readers into foot soldiers in the fight for their visions of 
human liberation.  Publicly acknowledging one‟s lesbianism was deemed crucial to that 
fight:  it provided the empirical understanding of what constituted oppression and how to 
overcome it.  It was a way to tell one‟s family, neighbors, boss, elected officials, and 
anyone else whom that individual came in contact with that there was another way of 
doing things.  These writers‟ understandings of the significance of identity and cultural 
difference involved more than vague appeals to the value of diversity; they included 
challenges to the structural underpinnings of society. 
 Tide and Everywoman writers minimizing of class and race as sources of 
oppression appears attributable to these writers‟ taking their class and racial privilege for 
granted.  Because the women who wrote for these publications were primarily middle 
class and white, those markers of identity became the lens through which they 
approached questions of oppression and liberation.  These other unrecognized markers of 
identity informed their experiences and worldviews, just as their gender and sexuality 
did. 
  Recent scholarship has criticized the lesbian feminists and radical feminists of the 
early 1970s for neglecting critical analysis of class and racial oppression.  Yet, if we 
highlight this part of the story only, we overlook how critical reflection of their own 
oppression facilitated the opening up of various forms of oppression that hindered all of 
society.   In linking lesbianism with philosophical and political ideas of freedom, lesbian 
feminist activists and writers established an ambitious ethical agenda that demanded that 
all of society reckon with the meaning of liberation as a concept and adhere to it not as a 
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universal principle, and not just a buzzword.  Our appreciation of the historic legacy of 
any marginalized group is richer when we acknowledge that in fighting their own 
oppression, writers and activists simultaneously either challenged or upheld dominant 
social thinking about the very terms of liberation.
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 “The Deathtrap of Respectability”: 
Gay Rights and the Politics of Erotic Desire in Late Seventies America 
 
 
By popular and scholarly accounts, the era of gay liberation officially came to a 
close in January 1977, when pop singer and commercial spokeswoman Anita Bryant 
launched her “Save Our Children” (SOC), a grassroots campaign to overturn a Dade 
County, Florida ordinance that banned discrimination in housing, employment, and 
public accommodation based on sexual orientation.  Because of her celebrity status and 
the flamboyancy of her activism, Bryant and SOC garnered national media attention.  So 
too did their repeated motto:  “Save our children from homosexuality because they must 
recruit since they cannot reproduce.”  This linking of gay rights and homosexuality in 
public spaces with child endangerment prompted prominent gay activists to portray 
homosexuals as virtually normal and posing no threat to children or established social 
norms.  Jack Campbell, head of the Dade County Coalition for Human Rights (DCCHR), 
a group leading efforts to prevent repeal of the ordinance, made this statement plainly in 
the June 6, 1977 issue of Newsweek.  “We are everywhere,” he declared.  “My dentist is 
gay, my doctor is gay, the people who clean my pool are gay, even my exterminator is 
gay. ... Most of them are reserved, conservative people who want to keep their sexuality 
private.”  Campbell, an owner of forty gay bathhouses across the United States, was 
curiously silent on the issue of sexual freedom.  So were other DCCHR representatives.  
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The move was strategic, not necessarily a reflection of political beliefs.  According to 
historian Gillian Frank, Campbell and other DCCHR members “understood homosexuals 
as a sizable and invisible minority, and favored integration into mainstream society.”  For 
that integration to occur, they deemed accommodation and compromise difficult but 
necessary politically.
120
 
Historians have focused considerably on the work and rhetoric of DCCHR and 
other prominent gay rights organizations such as the National Gay Task Force to explain 
late 1970s lesbian and gay politics.
121
  When viewed through these lenses, the lesbian and 
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gay movement‟s increased visibility and battles with Bryant and the emergent Religious 
Right indeed facilitated a retracted political vision:  one that traded the pursuit of 
universal human liberation to a narrowly drawn campaign for gay rights, prompted by 
tacit acquiescence to dominant heterosexual norms and assimilation. 
 But consider what transpired in Boston.  In the late 1970s, the city was embroiled 
in a local sex scandal, in addition to dealing with the fallout from Bryant‟s SOC 
campaign.  In December 1977, a group of men from the suburb of Revere were arrested 
for alleged sexual activity with underage boys.  The incident generated widespread media 
fascination on the topics of pedophilia and child endangerment.  It also spurred the 
formation of the North American Man-Boy Love Association (NAMBLA), a pedophile 
and pederasty advocacy organization formed in Boston in 1978 with the intent to abolish 
age of consent laws and provide support for avowed pederasts and pedophiles, or boy 
lovers, as they were commonly referred.  Based on how historians have commonly 
described the time period, we might presume that local lesbian and gay activists and 
writers distanced themselves from NAMBLA and unilaterally rejected man-boy love as a 
legitimate sexual act.  In fact, many writers from two of the most prominent Boston-
based gay periodicals, Fag Rag and Gay Community News (GCN), supported – and often 
celebrated – the rights of adult men to have consensual sexual relations with boys.   
This chapter explains how writers‟ support for man-boy love emerged as part of 
their critical rejection of gay activist preoccupation with political respectability and legal 
equality.  Respectability, as I and the writers from this chapter used the term, refers to 
strategic efforts to accommodate to dominant social norms in order to win specific 
political contests.  Writers deemed respectability “a deathtrap,” to use the words of one 
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Fag Rag writer, because it demanded that gay people relegate unpopular homosexual 
minorities, such as man-boy lovers, to the fringes of the gay community.   They also 
proclaimed that respectability fostered a non-liberatory political vision, one in which 
political expediency trumped ethical resolves to be free.  According to many Fag Rag 
and GCN writers, efforts to achieve legal equality through incremental reform and by 
presenting gay people as “just like everyone else” fostered abandonment of critiques of 
heteronormativity and heterosexism.  They charged that sexual difference was something 
to embrace and to use as a tool to challenge dominant social conventions.  It was not as 
Campbell portrayed:  something to conceal.
122
 
It was in this context that arguments for sexual freedom became central for Fag 
Rag and GCN writers.  “We must all find ways to incorporate our sexual and our 
ideological selves into one union,” Fag Rag publisher Charles Shively insisted, speaking 
on behalf of many of his peers.  “If we are only sexual, we are nothing.  If we are only 
ideological, we are worse than nothing.  If we combine the two, we might change the 
world, i.e., be revolutionaries.”  In proclaiming the virtues of sexual freedom and by 
championing unpopular homosexual acts such as man-boy as “the cutting edge of gay 
liberation,” Fag Rag and GCN writers envisioned revolutionary possibilities. They 
pictured the prospect for radical social change and a new, richer expression of gay pride 
that jettisoned all remnants of sexual shame.
123
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Significantly, Fag Rag and GCN writers who deemed man-boy love inappropriate 
still rejected respectability as a feasible political strategy.  They proclaimed themselves 
staunch advocates for sexual freedom but placed explicit emphasis on the issue of 
consent.  Sex could never be free, they argued, unless all individuals involved possessed 
the capacity to comprehend and deal with its physical and psychological effects.  Their 
criticisms of man-boy love rested on this claim, rather than on appeals to respectability or 
as a retreat from the radical potential of gay liberation as a project that applied to all 
humans. 
Writers for Esplanade, another Boston-based gay periodical, in contrast, 
advocated man-boy love without challenging the lynchpin of Bryant‟s critique:  
homosexuality in public spaces posed a potential threat to children‟s physical and 
psychological well-being.  The biweekly newspaper‟s support for non-normative sex 
instead rested on the belief that individuals had the right to be left alone in the privacy of 
the bedroom.  In defining sexual freedom strictly as a private – not public – matter, 
Esplanade disregarded the underlying cultural assumptions that oppressed homosexuals.  
There was perhaps good reason for this avoidance:  Esplanade, its advertisers, and its 
targeted readers gained little in challenging the underlying cultural assumptions 
undergirding heteronormativity.  The case of Esplanade thus indicates that support for 
non-normative sex did not necessarily foster principled critiques against sexual 
oppression. 
Taken together, discussions of the import of respectability, sexual freedom, and 
man-boy love in Fag Rag, GCN, and Esplanade demand that we interrogate commonly 
held assumptions about social movement history.  Rather than presume that the “lesbian 
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and gay movement” was monolithic and that it became increasingly conservative or 
reactionary over time, we should acknowledge the continuing saliency of gay liberation 
ideology and sexual freedom in the midst of increased visibility of homosexuality and 
homosexuals in American society.  We should ask new questions, too.  Why did gay 
liberation, in many but not all instances, continue to mean more than just homosexual 
liberation to include critiques of normative ideas of pleasure and social conventions more 
generally?  Why did lesbians and gay men continue to grapple with difference as an 
ethical matter worthy of serious reflection, rather than something to merely gesture 
towards, commodify, or ignore? 
Reflecting critically on these questions enriches our understanding of how any 
social movement operates and changes over time.  No one idea or voice dominates.  
Claims to respectability are not inevitable; those who participate in “the movement” do 
not walk lockstep in the pursuit of one overarching political objective.  This chapter 
highlights these often overlooked points by focusing on the voices of those who deemed 
the acquisition of legal equality a secondary goal, at best, during a time when pursuits of 
gay rights supposedly defined “the movement.” 
 
Respectability as Strategy in the Age of Bryant and Child Sex Panic 
Many of the arguments lesbians and gay male activists and writers made for 
liberation and rights in the late 1970s emerged in response to Bryant‟s SOC campaign 
and the emergent discourse of homosexuality and child endangerment.  Bryant‟s SOC 
campaign was the first battle to occur on a national scale.  Previous battles occurred 
almost entirely on the local level.  As major newsmagazines and newspapers followed 
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Bryant as she traveled across the country from Miami, Florida to Eugene, Oregon to St. 
Paul, Minnesota, and finally to Topeka, Kansas organizing referendums to overturn local 
gay rights ordinances from the beginning of 1977 until the end of 1978, many Americans 
reflected on the place of homosexuality and homosexuals in society for the first time.
124
 
Bryant‟s move to the national stage as an anti-gay rights activist occurred quickly 
and unexpectedly.  An entertainer by trade, she had no formal involvement in politics.  
After being crowned Miss Oklahoma and second runner-up for Miss America in 1959, 
she established herself as a pop singer and frequent performer at political conventions.  In 
the 1970s, she was best known for her regular television appearances.  She was a 
perennial host of the nationally televised Orange Bowl as well as a spokeswoman for the 
Singer Sewing Machine Company and the Florida Citrus Company, a spot that made her 
a fixture on American televisions beginning in 1969.
125
 
Bryant‟s turn to politics began in late 1976 after her local pastor said in a sermon 
that the Dade County Commission had proposed an ordinance to prohibit discrimination 
based on sexual orientation in housing, public accommodations, and employment.  
Bryant proclaimed in her first of several autobiographies that she committed herself to 
rescinding the ordinance if passed following a sermon.  On January 18, 1977, the 
Commission approved the measure by a vote of five to three.  True to her word, Bryant 
spent the next five and a half months appearing on Christian television broadcasts and 
talk shows and staging mass anti-gay rights rallies in effort to persuade Dade County 
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residents to vote on and nullify the measure a referendum.  On June 7, 1977, after easily 
receiving the necessary number of signatures to put the ordinance up for a vote, residents 
approved the referendum and struck down the ordinance by a sixty-nine percent to thirty-
one percent margin.  Roughly forty-five percent of Dade County registered voters cast 
their vote – three times greater than the number expected.  The Miami Herald reported 
that turnout was greater in precincts that opposed the ordinance, suggesting that most of 
the unexpected voters opposed the ordinance.  Bryant found similar successes in 
overturning other local gay rights ordinances in the year and a half to follow.
126
 
Bryant‟s victories were largely attributable to her effectiveness in getting 
Americans to link homosexuality with child endangerment.  The hinge of this association 
lay in her idea of “recruitment.”  A full page SOC advertisement in the March 20, 1977 
issue of the Miami Herald reveals how Bryant and her organization defined recruitment 
and its dangers.  If the ordinance is not repealed, the advertisement stated, homosexuals 
will be given “the right to tell all society, especially our youth, that homosexuality isn‟t 
wrong, just „different‟ … and, of course, „gay.‟”  It continued: 
This recruitment of our children is absolutely necessary for the survival and 
growth of homosexuality – for since homosexuals cannot reproduce they must 
recruit, they must freshen their ranks.  And who qualifies as a likely recruit … a 
35 year-old father or mother of two … or a teenage boy or girl who is surging 
with sexual awareness? 
 
 In Bryant‟s view, the danger of recruitment lay in the homosexual‟s intrinsic desire to 
spread homosexuality coupled with the impressionability of children which made them 
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vulnerable to homosexual recruitment.  Recruitment, she argued, could be achieved by 
serving as a “role model” (a label she always enclosed in quotation marks) for children as 
a teacher or some other position of authority.
127
 
Recruitment could also take the form of child sexual exploitation, a point 
suggested in the next line of the advertisement.  In parentheses, it read, “The Los Angeles 
Police Department recently reported that 25,000 boys 17 years of younger in that city 
alone have been recruited into a homosexual ring to provide sex for adult male 
customers.  One boy, just 12 years old, was described as a $1,000-a-day prostitute.”  
Significantly, neither Bryant nor SOC explicitly stated here or elsewhere that 
homosexuals were predisposed to child molestation, but the implication surfaced 
repeatedly.  The first page of a SOC pamphlet entitled, “Save Our Children from 
Homosexuality!” listed the general moral hazards of homosexual recruitment: “It 
endangers our children. … It threatens your home. ... It attacks free enterprise. ... It 
debases religion. ... It is a peril to the nation. ... But the overwhelming reason is that 
[Dade County] Metro [Commission‟s] pro-homosexual ordinance is an open invitation to 
recruit our children!”  The inside of that pamphlet implied what recruitment entailed by 
posting the images of local and national newspaper headline clippings associating child 
sex abuse with homosexuality.  The pamphlet concluded on the back page with the 
statement, in all capital letters, “THERE IS NO „HUMAN RIGHT‟ TO CORRUPT OUR 
CHILDREN!”128  
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Bryant and SOC thus drew an indeterminate line between the homosexual as a 
moral and sexual threat to children.  This rhetorical strategy proved effective.  Although 
popular magazines such as the Ladies’ Home Journal declared Bryant the woman who 
has “done the most damage to the world” besides Adolf Hitler as the man, her sometimes 
explicit, other times amorphous claims linking homosexuality to child endangerment won 
her sweeping victories in rescinding local gay rights ordinances.  More significantly, her 
arguments informed how politicians, the media, and Americans framed their opposition 
to homosexuality at a time when blatant bigotry was deemed socially unacceptable.
129
 
United States Senator S. I. Hayakawa, a California Republican, channeled Bryant 
when he declared, “One must not discriminate on grounds of race or sex in so far as these 
things are relevant, but certainly I would be very hesitant about homosexuals in the 
teaching profession, particularly dealing with the young.”  Similarly, Reginald S. Lourie, 
a senior consultant to the Psychiatric Institute in Washington D.C., expressed his concern 
about the “‟detrimental effects‟ exposure to homosexuality might have on adolescents.”  
Adolescents, he said, “are trying to establish an identity and some are confused about the 
value systems.  They are vulnerable. ... The sexual orientation of the teacher … shouldn‟t 
intrude into the school. ... Advertised homosexuality is inappropriate as a teacher.”  
Around the same time, Newsweek published a feature story on the “Battle Over Gay 
Rights” in which the piece‟s authors attempted to frame the parameters of the gay rights 
question in relation to concerns about child endangerment.  “Are homosexuals a threat to 
children and should they be restricted from teaching or other child-care jobs?” it asked.  
Although most experts find instances of recruitment rare and of minor importance, “the 
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issue of [gay] role models is more complicated.  If a child becomes aware of the teacher‟s 
homosexual orientation, even if it involves no advances on the child, will that attract the 
child to homosexuality?”130 
Statements by Lourie, Hayakawa, and Newsweek indicate that while prominent 
officials and the news media did not explicitly link homosexuality with child physical 
and sexual endangerment, they still upheld the idea that gay people who disclosed their 
homosexuality publicly posed a threat to youth.  These claims rested on the belief that 
children could not differentiate right from wrong, and, therefore, that they would be 
unable to properly identify heterosexuality as normative and homosexuality as aberrant.  
In invoking the discourse of child protectionism to legitimate heterosexism, Lourie, 
Hayakawa, and Newsweek, like Bryant, disavowed themselves as bigots.  Homosexuals 
could do whatever they wanted, they argued, as long as they kept their sexualities private, 
out of the reach of children.
131
 
In the midst of these debates, major national newspapers began reporting 
regularly on child sexual abuse and conjured up images of the homosexual as sexual 
psychopath, which had dominated government and media reports during the middle third 
of the twentieth-century.
132
  A four-day May 1977 Chicago Tribune front page series on 
“child predators” was especially forceful in drawing this link.  One article in the series 
reported that, “a nationwide homosexual ring with headquarters in Chicago has been 
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trafficking young boys, sending them across the nation to serve clients willing to pay 
hundreds of dollars for their services.”  Another piece explained one particular Chicago 
block as the prime spot for teenage boy prostitution.  “Police call it Clark and Perversity,” 
wrote reporter George Bliss, “because of the homosexuality activity that goes on in the 
area.”  Reporter Michael Sneed described the street lingo of child prostitution:  “In the 
parlance of the street they are called „chickens,‟ boys who sell their bodies for 
prostitution and pornography.”  The men who coveted these boys were “chicken hawks.”  
The Tribune series also included several pieces about indicted child pornographers.  
These exposés highlighted the ease with which child pornographers recruited child 
models and the remorselessness of their actions.  One piece described a convicted school 
teacher and father who invested most of his paycheck purchasing better photo equipment 
to film children.  Recruitment of children was not difficult, he observed, “It‟s the easiest 
thing in the world to get a kid.”  The piece concluded with the teacher summarizing the 
devastating impact of his porn business career: “My wife is now divorcing me, my son is 
now deprived of a father, my father‟s public career is ruined, and my assistant probably 
will be a homosexual.”  Another account described a fifty-seven year old pornographer 
“who had cornered the market on the production of „kiddie porn.‟”  His only regret was 
getting caught, suggesting his innate moral depravity.
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Media-generated panic over homosexuality and child sexual abuse influenced the 
calling of the United States House of Representatives Hearings on Child Sexual 
Exploitation in August 1977.  Testimonies and responses from members of Congress 
described child molestation in much the same way as the Tribune series did.  Robert 
Leonard, president-elect of the National District Attorney‟s Association, discussed 
several cases where groups of men were arrested for luring boys into prostitution to serve 
wealthy homosexuals.  Psychologist Lloyd Martin testified about the dangers of “chicken 
hawks,” adult men who sexually preyed upon young boys.  Chicken hawks lurked, he 
said, “in any location where juveniles congregate … parks, amusement centers, arcades, 
the beach, et. cetera.”  Kenneth Wooden, head of the National Coalition of Children‟s 
Justice, made the most explicit indictment of child sexual exploitation as being an adult 
homosexual male problem when he declared that “most agree that child sex and 
pornography is basically a boy-man phenomenon.”  The following month, the House of 
Representatives passed the Kildee-Murphy Bill, a bill that prohibited the manufacture, 
distribution, and possession of child pornography.  In each case, a conviction meant a 
penalty of up to $50,000, up to twenty years in prison, or both.  The bill also stretched the 
legal meaning of “obscene” to include any depiction of minors who were nude or 
engaged in sexual contact.  This meant that photographs of naked children in 
anthropology textbooks or in ethnographic movies shown in colleges or high schools 
could be prosecuted under the new bill.  Further, it made instructors liable to an 
additional felony charge for showing such images to each student under the age of 
eighteen years old.  Despite objections from the American Civil Liberties Union, the 
Kildee-Murphy Bill passed the House by a vote of 401 to zero, largely by resorting to 
  
  
137 
 
arguments that characterized child sexual exploitation as a man-boy affair.  These 
characterizations of child sexual exploitation in the government and in the media are all 
the more striking since accounts of the problem prior to Bryant‟s campaign usually 
focused on relations between adult men and underage girls and usually within the 
confines of one‟s family.134 
Popular associations between child endangerment and homosexuality, whether 
sexual or not, appeared to shape how many Americans comprehended gay rights and 
homosexuality.  In a June 1977 Gallup Poll on American attitudes towards 
homosexuality, which was conducted about a week after Bryant‟s victory in Dade 
County, fifty-six percent of the 1513 respondents said “yes” to question of  whether 
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“homosexuals should have equal rights in terms of job opportunities,” with thirty-three 
percent saying “no” to the same question.  When the poll asked the same respondents 
about specific jobs, answers varied greatly.  Only twenty-seven percent of those polled 
said “yes” to the question of whether homosexuals “should … be allowed to work as 
teachers”; sixty-five percent replied “no.”  By contrast, sixty-eight percent indicated that 
they supported the hiring of homosexuals as salespersons, with only twenty-two percent 
stating that they opposed the idea.  Despite its present-day controversy, the majority of 
those polled (fifty-one percent) favored homosexuals being allowed to work in the armed 
forces; thirty-eight percent opposed the idea.  The polls suggest that although many 
Americans supported the generic idea of equal employment opportunities being extended 
to lesbians and gay men, they did not believe that that right should be recognized once 
children entered the equation.
135
 
  This context of limited tolerance encouraged some prominent gay activists to 
promote lesbians and gay men as respectable members of society who posed no threat to 
children.  In so doing, they helped support the underlying cultural assumptions that 
defined heterosexuality as normative and therefore hegemonic.   David B. Goodstein, a 
millionaire publisher of the biweekly newspaper Advocate and chief financial contributor 
in organizing the DCCHR, portrayed gays as a persecuted class of individuals whose 
oppression was comparable to that of any other minority group.  Invoking an analogy that 
has become commonplace in gay rights activism, Goodstein compared the fight for legal 
equality with other freedom struggles, noting the severity to which gays were oppressed 
in American society.  “Even at its worse,” he wrote in a June 1, 1977 editorial, Joe 
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McCarthy did not sink to the lows of our enemies in Florida, and not since the Nazi‟s 
campaign against Jews in Germany during the early 1930s has a group been vilified as 
much as we have.”  Goodstein drew similar analogies, emphasizing equality of 
oppression when comparing Miami, Florida with Selma, Alabama and other civil rights 
sites.
136
 
 At the same time, he made it clear that not all gay people belonged to the 
community he imagined.  “We do not believe that gay people approve of the sexual 
exploitation of children,” he declared, shortly after the Dade County ordinance was 
overturned.  “In fact, we have more reasons to disapprove of it than any other 
community.  Our survival depends on our communicating the reality that our interest is in 
consensual sexuality among those old enough to know what they are doing.”  For 
Goodstein, “survival” of the gay community required strict image control.  It meant 
drawing a line between “normal” adult homosexuals – meaning those who had sex with 
other adults – and “abnormal” ones, who sought sex with children.  Thus, man-boy lovers 
had no room in Goodstein‟s vision of the gay rights movement, suggesting his desire to 
draw definite lines between legitimate and illegitimate homosexual minorities in his 
pursuit of legal equality.
137
 
Significantly, Goodstein and other DCCHR members advocated for gay rights 
over gay liberation to both mainstream and gay audiences.  The DCCHR‟s mission 
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statement claimed that it sought “a moderate approach to gay rights, with emphasis on 
working within government structures to effect changes beneficial to the community as a 
whole.”  The organization‟s charter further described its goal as “protecting the 
individual rights of all human beings in the community, including specifically the 
individual rights of the gay (homosexual) men and women of the community, whenever 
discrimination and/or unjust deprivation of rights against a human being takes place.”  
DCCHR did not challenge existing social structures, nor did it regard its campaign as part 
of a broader struggle for universal social justice; rather, it aimed to “cooperate with social 
institutions, industry, foundations, and other agencies in projects pertaining to the 
protection of individual human rights for all persons in this community.”138 
 The voices of groups such as the DCCHR and figures like Goodstein and 
Campbell reveal how some gay activists responded to Bryant and her organization‟s 
framing of gay rights debates in late 1970s America.  But these activists‟ voices did not 
comprise the entire lesbian and gay movement, as scholars have commonly suggested.  
Goodstein and Campbell‟s political rhetoric and strategies stemmed largely from their 
backgrounds and goals as activists.  Shared emphasis on professionalism, appealing to the 
national media, and respecting dominant social norms as keys to victory in Miami 
appealed to Goodstein and Campbell due to vested interests in preserving much of the 
status quo.  They were affluent businessmen whose respective businesses succeeded in 
large part because of their affiliations with corporate financers.  Projecting images of 
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respectability was standard practice for both of them.  There was no need – indeed it was 
against their best interests – to challenge dominant economic and social conventions. 
 
Dis-respectability as Cultural Strategy 
For other gay activists and writers embracing respectability appeared 
counterproductive and counterintuitive.  First, they deemed respectability a losing 
strategy, a point underscored by the sweeping vote in favor of the Dade County 
referendum.  Second, they regarded appeals to respectability, even as political strategy, as 
threatening to long-standing gay liberationist ideals of visibility, self-determination, and 
resistance.  Hence, as individuals such as Campbell and Goodstein sought to represent 
“the homosexual” as “virtually normal,” as gay author and political commentator Andrew 
Sullivan once put it, others promoted, even celebrated, non-normative forms of self-
expression as the province of gay liberation.  These radical visions consciously kept 
expansive visions of gay liberation central while emphasizing what scholars today would 
call a queer ethic.
139
 
Boston was a hub for these radical visions.  After the Stonewall riots, the city 
became a hotbed for gay organizing as activists partnered with antiwar protesters, civil 
rights activists, radical feminists, and politically engaged college students.  Boston‟s gay 
population and resources likely paled in comparison to such cities as Los Angeles, New 
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York City, and San Francisco, but the city had a mobilized gay base.  Progressive local 
gay prints helped politicize gay Boston.  The mainstream media dominance of gay 
activists using respectability as political strategy coupled with the child sexual abuse 
scandals of 1977 and 1978 further energized and radicalized that base.
140
 
Among the various lesbian and gay periodicals based out of Boston, GCN and 
Fag Rag were the most prominent.  GCN began publication as a weekly gay newspaper 
in July 1973 after a group of people convened to express their disturbance over the lack 
of communication in a then fledgling activist community.  Although GCN’s circulation 
figures paled in comparison to those of Goodstein‟s Advocate, the newspaper provided a 
reliable source of news, commentary, and information about local happenings for gay and 
lesbian readers in the Boston area.  It was also one of few recognized sources for such 
information – GCN was the only listing under “gay” in the Boston Yellow Pages as late 
as 1978.  The newspaper missed normal scheduled publication only once before 
becoming a quarterly in 1992, despite its persistent financial problems.  Like an 
increasing number of gay periodicals published during the late 1970s, the newspaper 
adopted the conventions of mainstream journalism in effort to establish greater credibility 
and to reach more readers.  The newspaper followed the style rules of the Associated 
Press Stylebook and used the modular layout which was ubiquitous in American 
journalism at the time.
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Editors proclaimed that their newspaper was neutral and welcoming to all 
perspectives in its reporting, but in the words of former staff writer Amy Hoffman 
writing in 2007, these assertions were “ridiculous.”  “We supported the most radical 
expressions of the gay liberation movement,” she recalled.  “We believed in upsetting the 
social order and in creating alternatives to traditional gender roles, definitions of 
sexuality, and hierarchical power structures of all kinds.”  Consumer purchase and 
advertisement space funded GCN’s operations, like many other gay and lesbian 
periodicals.  Unlike most of these other publications, however, GCN prohibited, in 
Hoffman‟s words, “sensationalism and the use of people‟s bodies to sell products to 
which they are unrelated” in effort to eliminate “the exploitation and objectification of 
men and women in advertisement.”  Editors recognized that this policy effectively 
eliminated “much of the advertising which makes the mass-marketed skin-oriented gay 
publications profitable,” including many advertisements from bars which constituted the 
primary source of revenue for gay periodicals during this time.  Yet, they declared the 
policy one of “GCN’s greatest strengths” because it allowed the newspaper to report and 
comment on news without having to compromise coverage to appease advertisers.   GCN 
also employed lesbians in addition to gay men on its editorial and writing staffs, a rarity 
then and now in the lesbian and gay press.  GCN reporter Bill Murklen noted in 1979 that 
“[w]hile strictly in terms of numbers men have predominated, women have held many 
core positions on the paid staff,” which has encouraged, in the words of one GCN 
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editorial writer, a “high feminist consciousness” among male writers and has made 
reports about sexism central to the newspaper‟s coverage.142 
Fag Rag, an irregularly published periodical directed at gay male readers which 
appeared on newsstands every one to six months, lacked the collaboration between the 
sexes as GCN did, but it offered similar ideas about the radical possibilities of gay 
liberation and sometimes incorporated feminist principles into their writings, too.  
Founded in June 1971 by self-proclaimed “faggot liberationist” Charles Shively, Fag Rag 
made no attempt to conceal its political leanings.  On the founding of the newspaper and 
its name, Shively declared, “We‟re proud to take the straight Man‟s term of contempt and 
throw it back in his face; proud to admit, flagrantly, that we don‟t fit and don‟t want to fit 
Straight Amerika‟s definition of manhood.”  Refuting the dominant conventions of 
sexuality, gender, and family was central to Shively and the rest of the staff.  Despite its 
radical presentation, the magazine did concrete political issues.  In “an open letter to Gay 
Brothers” in its first issue, Fag Rag committed to presenting underrepresented viewpoints 
of consequence to the gay community.  These viewpoints were radical but not fixed.  
“The fact that we are in Gay Liberation does not mean we are liberated,” it stated.  “It 
means instead, that we are working towards liberation” and that that path required dealing 
with the empirical realities of oppression as well as remaining committed to core 
principles.  Fag Rag, like GCN, adopted a strict advertising policy to prevent the 
magazine from forming allegiances with certain companies that might compromise its 
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coverage.  In fact, Fag Rag never carried a paid advertisement and relied solely on the 
selling of copies to readers for revenue.
143
 
GCN and Fag Rag were envisioned and published quite consciously as radical 
alternatives to the status quo.  Their perspectives were not representative of the gay 
community as a whole.  Yet, neither were those of Campbell or Goodstein.  Each of these 
voices represented important but limited parts of the dynamic discussions taking place 
over the future of gay liberation and what the terms of that discussion should constitute. 
Reporting in Fag Rag and GCN reckoned with an ongoing local sex scandal in 
addition to confronting Bryant‟s SOC campaign.  In December 1977, Suffolk County 
District Attorney Garrett M. Byrne indicted twenty-four men for alleged sexual acts with 
boys aged eight to thirteen years old.  Lack of evidence of sexual activity ever occurring 
led to the eventual acquittal of many of these men, but news of the arrests ignited a media 
firestorm as newspapers such as the Boston Globe featured regular front page news stories 
asserting the presence of organized child sex rings.  In response, a June 1978 GCN article 
recounted, many of the twenty-four men and local gay activists formed the Boston/Boise 
Committee (BBC) in hopes of ending “the growing witchhunt against gay people in 
Boston” and to promote fairness in media coverage and legal proceedings involving alleged 
child sexual exploitation.  In July 1978, “the growing witchhunt” spread when 
Massachusetts Supreme Court Chief Justice Robert M. Bonin resigned after being charged 
with nine counts of misconduct for attending a five dollar per person fundraiser for the 
BBC with his wife three months earlier.  In December of that year, thirty-two men and two 
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boys from Boston formed the National Man Boy/ Love Association (NAMBLA) to provide 
a national forum for men and boys who erotically desired one another to unite and to 
abolish age of consent laws.  These developments helped make questions about sexual 
relationships between adult homosexuals and children a topic of regular discussion in 
Boston-based gay and lesbian periodicals.  In broaching this topic, writers reflected on the 
issue of respectability and its utility as a political strategy.
144
  
Fag Rag and GCN provided audiences narratives of resistance to dominant social 
conventions, in contrast to DCCHR and Advocate, which repeatedly proclaimed gay 
people as respectable.  GCN columnist Michael Bronski and contributor to the Boston 
Gay Review and later the Advocate identified respectability as a form of repression, 
which conflicted with the founding aims of gay liberation.  “The danger of repression,” 
he wrote, “is that it inevitably leads to more repression.”  Sexual acts deemed 
unrespectable including sex in public restrooms, pornography, and hustling “may offend 
some people,” he added, but “our sexuality makes us outlaws.  It does not matter if we 
have sex in a public restroom or in the privacy of our bedroom – in either case it is 
illegal.  To forcibly prohibit people from engaging in a form of sexuality under the 
pretext of „cleaning up our image‟ is in the end self-defeating and hypocritical.”  Letters 
to the editor echoed Bronski‟s concerns about the detriments of respectability as a 
political strategy and ethic.  “If we argue morality, whose morals are to be imposed?” 
asked Thomas von Forester.  “Surely our society is too pluralistic to permit the 
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imposition of any moral code other than the most fundamentally necessary.”  “By 
accepting a „normal‟ lifestyle,” Steve Johnson from Franklin, Massachusetts noted, “you 
are casting a vote in favor of oppression by straights.”145 
The contention that respectability and normalcy in sexual and non-sexual life 
constituted an indirect form of straight oppression was a reoccurring theme in Fag Rag.  
To underscore that theme, journal writers frequently called for “faggot liberation” rather 
than “gay liberation.”  According to Shively, the problem with “gay” as a signifier was 
two-fold:  first, it ignores women while pretending to incorporate them; second, quoting 
Thomas Dotton from an earlier issue of the magazine:  “Gay is straight.  White, male, and 
middle class, gay has become a repetitious faggot lie. … It is intellectual dishonesty and 
bad politics masquerading as some progressive alternative.”  In calling for the rejection of 
the use of the word “gay,” Shively and his staff consciously exploited the jarring 
rhetorical impact of using the word “faggot” to accentuate a larger aim:  to encourage 
readers to tap into “the radical potential of homosexuality [that] resides in its capacity to 
free us from conventional notions of and so enslavement by religion, roles, and party 
politics.”  By these accounts, respectability thwarted the radical democratizing potential 
of gay/faggot liberation.
146
 
GCN writers highlighted this point when they talked about efforts to procure gay 
rights in relation to gay liberation.  “Gay rights is a much more narrow concept than gay 
liberation,” observed columnist Dee Michael: 
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It is political in the narrowly defined-sense of having to do with electoral politics.  
It is working to pass anti-discrimination laws and measures that guarantee the 
equality of homosexuals under the law.  This end is achieved through lobbying, 
letter-writing, electing politicians who are „good‟ on gay issues, etc.  Gay 
liberation is a movement encompassing political action in the narrow sense and 
social action (which some people consider political is a wider sense).  It means 
being free from all forms of gay oppression: laws that discriminate implicitly or 
explicitly; heterosexist images on TV, in the movies, in books and newspapers, 
pressure to conform to heterosexual/nuclear family standards from family, 
friends, and psychiatrists. … Not only is gay liberation more all-encompassing 
than gay rights, but since it seeks to do away with more aspects of our current 
society, it is thus more threatening to the order of things. 
 
Michael‟s stated preference for “gay liberation” over “gay rights” found widespread 
support outside throughout Boston.  Cha Cha Heels, the publicity chairperson of the 1977 
Boston Gay Pride Planning Committee, noted in a letter to the editor that the committee 
“deliberately and purposefully rejected Gay Rights” as the rally‟s organizing theme, 
despite its obvious currency in the wake of the Dade County ordinance defeat.  “With gay 
rights as our focus, it would have been necessary to fetter our reality in order to appear 
acceptable to straight eyes.”  Heels added, “It is not by winning a few civil rights that we 
will gain freedom.  It is by challenging the nature of the State, and to do so we must turn 
to each other in support and celebration and prepare ourselves for the struggle.”  When 
lesbian activist Kate Gyllsensvird delivered the keynote address for the Boston Gay (and 
now Lesbian) Rally the following year, she echoed Michael‟s and Heels‟s sentiments: 
“[L]esbian and gay rights are not won at the polls. … Winning an election does not 
change people‟s homophobia, nor does it change people‟s sexism or racism.  Most 
importantly, it does not change our institutions.”147 
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 Each of these comments emphasized preference for “gay liberation” over “gay 
rights,” a theme that reverberated throughout GCN and Fag Rag.  Yet, writers for these 
publications were politically pragmatic, too.   GCN offered detailed coverage of local and 
state politics and how elected officials and proposed and enacted legislation affected the 
lives of their readers.  Writers often reminded these readers that politicians usually did 
not have their best interests in mind but that this awareness should foster greater 
engagement in electoral politics, not detachment or cynicism.  Writing in the wake of a 
series of gay rights ordinances being overturned in St. Paul, Wichita, and Eugene in June 
1978, columnist Edward T. Hougen urged readers to remain vigilant.  District Attorney 
Garrett M. Byrne was up for reelection in September of that year.  Byrne, as discussed 
earlier, had arrested twenty-four men for alleged child molestation and pressured Chief 
Justice Robert Bonin to resign due to his attendance at a meeting which called for an 
acquittal of these men, among various items mentioned.  Hougen noted the benefits of 
voting as a gay bloc in support of Byrne‟s opponent.  “By supporting, en masse, one of 
Byrne‟s primary opponents” Byrne will not only be defeated, “but we will serve notice to 
any future homophobic politician that attacking the rights of gay people in Boston will 
bring swift and immediate retribution at the polls.”  Hougen concluded, “We may not 
have the strength to elect a truly sympathetic D.A., but we do have the votes to defeat an 
openly hostile one.”148   
Although writers such as Hougen supported the mobilization of gay political 
power, they rejected respectability as a means for political advancement.  Indeed, GCN 
and Fag Rag writers instructed readers to recognize their enemies as well as their allies 
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and to not fall victim to the trappings of the former.  Sometime these “enemies” identified 
as gay.  Such was the case with David Goodstein, whom Fag Rag identified as one of 
“the respectables” who “always cares more about the inanimate and the institutional than 
they do for actual living beings – human and others.”  Goodstein, in the words of the 
writer, obtained his wealth because, he “skimmed off the gay community through his rip-
off Advocate” and made a mockery of gay liberation in the process.149 
Criticisms leveled against Goodstein demonstrate that the Advocate’s publisher 
voice did not encompass the entire movement, despite his economic and substantial 
political clout.  Further, they reveal the continued emphasis on gay liberation over claims 
to rights and respectability in certain activist circles.  The concept of self determination 
defined that emphasis.  And, as debates over man-boy love reveal, it was a principle that 
many lesbian and gay writers believed should extend to all, no matter how unpopular or 
non-normative the sexual act. 
 
Self Determination and Sex with Minors 
Bryant‟s SOC campaign facilitated discussions about relationships between adult 
gay men and children, but specific mention of man-boy love rarely surfaced in Boston-
based gay and lesbian periodicals until mid-December 1977, following the formation of 
the Boston/Boise Committee (BBC).  Once those discussions began, man-boy love 
became a staple topic in GCN and Fag Rag. 
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Many who wrote on the topic of man-boy love in GCN and Fag Rag were avowed 
man-boy lovers.  Tom Reeves, co-founder of the BBC and NAMBLA, had several pieces 
published in both periodicals and offered perhaps the most enthusiastic defense of the 
practice.  By his account, he always had a predilection for boys, mostly those between the 
ages of thirteen and nineteen years old.  He did not act upon those desires, however, until 
he met a thirteen-year old paper boy in the Boston suburb of Beacon Hill.  Reeves, then 
twenty-one years old, described the paper boy as the seducer.  The relationship never 
evolved into a romance and was short-lived because the paper boy, in Reeves‟s words, 
“was far too popular and busy in those days.”  The incident did liberate him, however, “to 
break off an engagement with a woman; to quit the Church; to be „gay.‟”150  
Reeves claimed to have numerous other relationships with boys in the years to 
follow; some fleeting, others long-lasting.  One that endured was a relationship with a 
then thirteen-year old boy named Donny.  Reeves recounted that “neither of us was 
unaccustomed to sex between males, but it was the first time either of us had a lover.”  
Reeves, who began the relationship at twenty-eight years old, remained involved with 
Donny for five years.  The two lived together “with his [Donny‟s] mother‟s permission” 
and engaged in outside sexual relationships.  “We both had lovers … and I sucked and 
fucked a good many of his friends and several of his brothers,” Reeves recalled, but the 
problems we encountered along the way and the eventual breakup, in his words, “did not 
involve jealousy.”  Reeves noted that the relationship allowed him to realize that he “was 
not ugly” and that he “could give and take love,” while Donny “learned … what school 
failed to teach him about politics and culture.  He learned about „gay.‟”  These mutual 
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benefits, however, were “besides the point. … Our caresses, our intimacy and fucking 
were the point.”  Reeves listed a series of problems that plagued the relationship, namely 
Donny‟s drug addictions (which he claimed not to exacerbate), but described the 
relationship as a typical love affair between two males who happened to be different 
ages.  He maintained that the relationships he and other boy lovers had were “often quiet, 
enduring, reciprocal, and certainly voluntary.”151 Reeves‟s detailed account of his 
experiences as a man-boy lover highlights themes common among writers supporting 
man-boy love: these relationships, though flawed, were mutually beneficial; they were 
unequal, like any relationship, but not necessarily advantageous to the adult male; and 
most of all that they were consensual and pedestrian.   
Reeves and NAMBLA repeatedly averred that boy lovers did more than act out 
their sexual desires; they also enriched the lives of a routinely unacknowledged group: 
gay youth.  In a feature story on gay adolescents in Boston, GCN writer Eric Rogers 
noted that, “Young gay people find that they have two strikes against them – they‟re gay, 
and they‟re young.  They find that if they are upfront about being gay, they are rejected 
by the straight world.  When they turn to the gay world for support they are met with 
indifference, or fear.”  Bryant‟s SOC campaign, which had been underway for four and a 
half months at the time when GCN published Rogers‟s piece, exacerbated the gap 
between gay adults and gay youth.  One factor, he observed, “that seems to be preventing 
gay adults from supporting gay youth are questions of legality, and the fear of being 
considered a „child molester‟ or „chicken queen.”  He continued, “The whole issue of sex 
between adults and young people has not been properly dealt with by the gay community 
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because of the stigmas attached to such relationships.”  Rogers concluded by urging 
adults to interact with gay youth in a new, more open light: 
There are young gay people who are willing to stand up ... and assert their rights 
to be gay.  They are not seduced by older gays, they are not confused, they are not 
self-hating.  They are sixteen and they are proud to be gay.  It is the responsibility 
of adult gay people to cut though their own fears and insecurities and support 
these teenagers.  Anita [Bryant] has been fighting to prevent gay people from ever 
getting near young people.  It is time we began fighting to save our children.
152
 
 
Boy lovers, according to the 1979 issue of the NAMBLA Journal, were doing the 
“fighting” Rogers sought.  Because of their intimate interactions, boy lovers were 
“sensitive to the needs of boys.”  Indeed, without boy lovers, the piece continued, “our 
society would be greatly impoverished.”  In the words of Joe Owens and Tom Reeves in 
a piece from the Boston-based NAMBLA News, boy lovers “initiat[ed] adolescents into 
the world of adult sexuality – to experience sexual and non-sexual relationships with 
other men” as well as to socializ[e] them into manhood, “including preparing them to 
care for other men in the army.”  Boy lovers also educated their partners.  The connection 
was obvious, Owens and Reeves remarked:  “The similarity of the words „pedagogue‟ 
and „pederast‟ is no accident.”153 
David Thorstad, a spokesperson for the New York City chapter of the Coalition 
for Lesbian and Gay Rights, a prolific writer of essays and books on gay liberation, and 
co-founder of the BBC and NAMBLA, argued in a GCN editorial that any individual 
committed to gay liberation needed to support man-boy love in order to advance the 
cause of sexual freedom and to fight for the rights of gay youth.   By Thorstad‟s account, 
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gay liberationists fight “not merely for the rights of adults to engage freely in homoerotic 
acts, but also for the millions of our society‟s children to enjoy a free sexual life.”  He, 
like Owens and Reeves, contended that the construction of childhood innocence 
propagated by Bryant and others had wrongly stripped children of sexual agency, thereby 
preventing them from expressing a natural part of their social development: intimacy with 
others.  Thorstad charged that man-boy love and gay liberation, by extension, were 
revolutionary because they worked to destroy those myths.  Support for the rights of 
adults and children to have sexual relations with one another, however, was just the first 
step.  For those truly committed to gay liberation, he charged, “it is not enough to reply to 
accusations that gay men are „child molesters‟ by strenuous and indignant denials. … Nor 
is it sufficient to point out that „child molestation‟ is more of a heterosexual phenomenon 
than a homosexual one.”  Instead, he declared: 
Gays must refuse to accept the narrow parameters by straight society, according 
to which our struggle has nothing to do with our needs and desires of children.  
We should reject any argument that would portray our championing of the sexual 
rights of children – as well as adults – as a threat to the achievement of other 
recognizable goals of the gay movement.  Our tactics and strategy must be based 
not on protecting only the rights of members of our community who are most 
palatable to public opinion – white, middle-class homosexuals who engage in sex 
between adults only – but on fighting for the rights of all people, regardless of 
sex, color, or age, to engage in whatever consensual acts they desire. 
 
Precisely because man-boy love was such an unpopular issue (Tom Reeves reported that 
a survey indicated that seventy-two percent of Americans identified sex between men and 
boys as the “worst conceivable crime”), radical gay liberation writers such as Shively 
heralded it “a test to see who among us is the weakest, who among us will go first, who 
among us will be destroyed first.”  Echoing Reeves‟s concluding remark, he proclaimed, 
“Our only hope is unity.”  Bryant‟s SOC campaign and the coinciding media firestorm 
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over allegations of child sex abuse, thus, provided gays with a challenge that exceeded 
the issue of man-boy love.  For Reeves, Thorstad, Shively, and others, that challenge 
centered on questions of the gay community‟s commitment to its founding principles of 
liberation to extend the bounds of self determination to everyone.
154
 
 Fag Rag and GCN highlighted these principles when discussing man-boy love.  In 
Fag Rag, writers not only presented arguments supporting man boy love, they reveled in 
its irreverence and in the cheekiness of non-normative sexuality more generally.  Fag 
Rag writers exploited the irreverence man-boy love and non-normative sexuality for its 
political shock value.  In an article entitled “For Love of Boys,” a writer identified as 
Fuana began with some familiar claims about love for boys: “I love … boys not only 
because they are young, fresh, and inexperienced, but also because they provide me with 
a direct link to my boyhood. … These boys are simply themselves; fresh, young, and 
beautiful.”  Thereafter, the tone shifted abruptly: 
I‟m 28 years old but look much younger and very attractive.  I have a luscious 6” 
cock and a swimmer‟s body with one of the hottest asses in Boston, no shit. As I 
am vegetarian, my sweat, piss, shit and cum are totally organic and sweet to take 
and smell.  I love making it with young and hot studs by either sucking them off 
or taking their cocks up my ass.  Sometimes I fuck them but mostly prefer sucking 
their hot juices until their balls run dry.  
 
Fauna‟s words offer no explicit claim for the right to sexual freedom, but in discussing 
oral sex with boys as graphically as he does, Fauna challenged readers to critically 
examine their attitudes about pedophilia and pederasty.
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GCN’s analysis of the man-boy love issue was more measured and highlighted a 
range of viewpoints.  Although some supporters such as Reeves and Thorstad appeared to 
benefit directly from advocating such relationships, others demonstrated no apparent 
vested interest in the cause.  Yet, they too declared their support for men and boys to love 
one another by asserting that rights of self-determination should extend to all human 
beings regardless of social position.  Neil Williamson of Boston, Massachusetts wrote 
that activists should defend man-boy love as a “human issue” rather than a “gay issue” 
because, in his view, “it is not possible to fight for freedom in a single context and win”; 
that is, to address the root of the problem activists should confront directly the taboo 
nature of all forms of sexual relations between adults and children, whether homosexual 
or heterosexual.  Scott Alpert of San Francisco, California criticized the construction of 
these sorts of relationships as necessarily rooted in coercion, as suggested by the use of 
the legal phrase “statutory rape.”  “Love and lust are not the exclusive domain of people 
over 18.”  He continued, “Rape and abuse should be on trial; not love – or lovers – of any 
kind.
156
 
 Support for same-sex sexual relations between adults and children appeared less 
prominent among lesbians than gay men, a point I will return to in the next section.  Yet, 
some lesbian writers also declared their support and evoked similar claims about the right 
to self determination.  These writers, however, placed greater emphasis than most male 
writers who wrote on the subject on the simple fact that these relations existed.  In the 
article “On Women/Girl Love‟ – Or, Lesbians Do „Do It,‟” Beth Kelly challenged 
assertions by GCN writers that adult lesbians and girls do not have sexual relations with 
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one another.  She refuted this belief by detailing her own woman-girl love experiences 
from both ends:  once as an eight year old child with her great aunt, who was more than 
fifty years older than her and then as an adult woman, a relationship that she mentioned 
but did not elaborate on.  Kelly contended that being a lesbian complicated popular 
understandings of intergenerational sex.  It is unsurprising given how “women qua 
women are devalued because of our sexuality … that we often feel compelled to deny the 
heart of our oppression.”  Sex and sexuality, she added, are “very threatening to many 
lesbians, perhaps most insidiously among those of us who are politically active and 
aware.  It‟s a real double whammy.  First we‟re told we‟re worthless as women – next we 
become twice so for loving each other.”  Kelly went on to note that because women had 
been socialized for thousands of years to control their sensuality coupled with the legal 
and social persecution of homosexuality, lesbians tended to deny or distance themselves 
from the importance of sex in their lives.  She insisted that these sex negative attitudes 
needed to stop and that the only way to do this was by embracing one‟s sexual identity 
and past experiences.  Such a move was necessary to achieving self determination.  Yet, 
Kelly never went as far as Reeves, Thorstad, or Shively in suggesting the revolutionary 
implications of her woman-girl sexual activity.  Her aim was more modest:  to show that 
her relationship was not only possible but real, and to tell those who denied that 
possibility to “open their minds,” for many of those who criticize such relationships 
“have no room for righteous indignation.”157 
Michelle Kattenburg sought to give credence to woman-girl love in a short story 
for the Boston-based Focus: A Journal for Gay Women.  The piece, which detailed 
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Katenberg‟s experiences as a fourteen-year old adolescence who entered a four year 
relationship with an older woman named Valerie, highlighted the naturalness of her 
intergenerational relationship.  Katenberg observed how Valerie “exerted a strong pull on 
[her],” despite her age.  Although the relationship eventually ended, Valerie‟s “overflow 
of blissful tenderness and the glory of intimacy which embraced every aspect and 
personality, truly making two identities merge into one, with no sense of loss or lack but 
an ever continuous renewal of the sources of being.”158 
Kelly and Kattenburg invoked the rights to self determination and sexual freedom 
to validate their woman-girl love relationships, as Reeves and Thorstad had done when 
discussing their love for boys.  Yet, their explanations of what self-determination and 
which aspects of “love” they emphasized differed.  Neither Kelly nor Kattenburg denied 
that sex took place, but they highlighted the importance of the emotional bonds and non-
sexual forms of intimacy they shared with their partners over the sexual.  The physical act 
of sex was more central for Reeves and Thorstad.  These differences indicate the 
oftentimes competing logics of self determination when interpreted from a gendered lens.  
Lesbian and gay male writers for GCN and Fag Rag tended to champion the gay 
liberationist idea that individuals should be able to do what they wanted as long as it was 
consensual, but they disagreed over how consent figured into that equation and to what 
extent it needed to be proven rather than simply asserted.  
 
Consent? 
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Efforts to demonstrate consent, not simply to assert it, concerned lesbians in a 
way that it did not for many gay men because of the dissimilar natures in which the two 
groups confronted oppression.  As we have seen in the previous two chapters, oppression 
for middle class white gay men resided in being cut off from their sexual desires, whether 
through law, social custom, or repression through sexual shame.  Lesbians encountered 
these forms of oppression, too, but they were also oppressed as women, which meant that 
removing legal and social barriers to erotic expression alone did not equate to liberation.  
At times, appeals for unrestricted sexual freedom, which dominated the pages of the 
Advocate and other periodicals that merged politics with consumerism, silenced lesbian 
voices and concerns.  For one, women generally earned less money than men.  According 
to the U.S. Department of Commerce Census Bureau, full-time female employees in 
1978 earned sixty cents on average for every dollar full-time male employees made that 
year.  Because lesbians were more likely to confront economic hardships than gay men, 
they tended to deem the removal of legal boundaries prohibiting homosexuality as 
insufficient.  Women also faced threats or instances of rape and sexual violence more 
than men did.  The Boston-based lesbian journal Focus frequently discussed the topic of 
rape and the need for improved social services for women who had endured instances of 
sexual violence.  No such pieces appeared in Fag Rag, a journal directed at gay male 
readers that claimed to have a feminist bent.  These inequities, which were rooted in 
lesbians‟ experiences as women, not as homosexuals, encouraged lesbian writers to 
define liberation differently from their gay male counterparts.
159
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In defining liberation, lesbian writers made the theme of consent central.  For gay 
male writers, the issue of consent surfaced rarely.  This was not surprising, argued 
Andrea Dworkin, a renowned radical feminist and author of Woman Hating who 
contributed frequently to GCN.  Be her account, gay men were no different from their 
straight counterparts.  Accordingly, she argued, “the male gay movement,” which 
constituted the real identity of the so-called lesbian and gay liberation movement, “is 
unreservedly antifeminist, ruthlessly contemptuous of women, and unashamed of its 
advocacy of sexual brutality as the essence of masculinity.”  Because the movement is 
“self-involved, self-congratulatory, navel-(chains-whips-urine)-gazing commitment to 
male supremacy,” she argued, “[it] functions in solidarity with those who hate lesbians 
and all women; who want us raped, mutilated, dead or dying (in enticing poses of 
course), in the name of „sexual freedom‟ of course.”  “The name of sexual freedom,” for 
Dworkin and other radical feminist writers, thus was a red herring; it provided men with 
unrestricted license to fulfill their sexual fantasies, however injurious to others.
160
 
Feminist-identified gay male writers echoed these sentiments.  John Stoltenberg, a 
self-labeled “radical feminist” and author of numerous books on sex and social justice, 
warned about the pitfalls of gay liberationist ideology when approached from a decidedly 
male point of view with emphasis on the issue of sexual freedom.  “[T]he „liberationist‟ 
gay movement,” he declared, “which today wants sanction for … erotic premises as its 
hidden or explicit agenda cannot possibly be in the general interests of women who as a 
gender class are kept in emotional, physical, and legal chains by just such male 
fixatedness on the eroticization of power over others.”  Allen Young, a frequent 
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contributor of Fag Rag and GCN, concurred and questioned the democratizing pretense 
of gay liberation thought:  “Of course, just because gay men do something doesn‟t mean 
it‟s good.”161 
For numerous lesbian and feminist-identified gay male writers, appeals to sexual 
freedom were not merely insufficient but bad for all women, because they ignored or, 
worse, mocked an issue of vital concern to them – consent.  The perceived questionable 
nature of consent in sexual relations between adults and children generated the same 
criticism.  Assertions of consent appeared frequently in articles supporting man-boy love, 
as we have seen, but in none of those instances did children speak on their own behalf.  
Critics charged that by presuming consent, man-boy love proponents usurped the power 
for children to say “yes” or “no” to sexual advances while they debased rape and sexual 
domination as trivial matters.   
 Nancy Walker, a regular contributor to GCN’s opposite the editorial section, 
articulated this criticism forcefully.   Walker‟s writing was typically bold and 
controversial.  In an editorial about the 1979 Boston Gay Pride Rally, for example, 
Walker criticized the organizers‟ emphasis on oppression over pride, an argument that 
countered much of GCN’s coverage of the rally.  She posed a few rhetorical questions to 
underscore her grievance:  “Why, on the tenth anniversary of our first modern strike for 
freedom [the Stonewall riots], should a gay rally put other concerns, no matter how 
worthy, before the concerns of gay freedom and dignity that affect us all?”  Walker 
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advocated that readers celebrate “gay pride,” even though the concept highlighted 
oppression rooted in sexuality, and not class, gender, or race.  “Why should it be made to 
seem a defect if a gay person happens to be both white and male?” she asked rhetorically.  
“Surely the white gay man had a right to feel short-changed.”  The content of Walker‟s 
message and the brashness of her delivery influenced considerable feedback in the letters 
to the editor section, both positive and negative.
162
 
Walker‟s criticisms of man-boy love were perhaps her most vitriolic.  Written in 
response to Thorstad‟s essay supporting man-boy love, discussed earlier, Walker 
challenged the assumption that gay liberation required acceptance of all forms of sexual 
expression.  “Thorstad acts as if he thinks children can take care of themselves, which 
must presuppose that from birth on (remember he sets no age limits on his demands) they 
can support themselves, educate themselves, attend to all their own material and spiritual 
needs.  This is pure and utter nonsense,” she charged. “Children need to be taken care of 
until they are able to take care of themselves.” Walker opted not to define a specific age 
of consent, but she did maintain that adults needed to acknowledge the potential 
repercussions children faced if exposed to sexual activity at too early of an age.  She 
identified man-boy lovers, such as Thorstad, as not simply unconventional in their erotic 
desires but purposely negligent to the child‟s physical and emotional needs.  “Let 
Thorstad and his confreres at least say what the real issue is:  they want to fuck children,” 
she stated bluntly. “They should not try to legitimize their appetites by requiring that the 
gay liberation movement as a whole carry the banner for them.”  She continued: 
“Repeal all age of consent laws!  Freedom of sexual expression for all!” is the 
cover-up slogan for men whose only interest is their own sexual gratification.  No 
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age of consent laws would be patently ridiculous.  Total freedom of sexual 
expression would result in chaos. … Sex prohibitions usually relate to the survival 
of the society.  There is nothing evil in that. … The individual‟s rights and 
privileges in a free society have to be balanced with responsibilities. 
 
Other GCN contributors, most of whom were women, concurred with Walker.  Columnist 
Amy Hoffman expressed doubt about the supposed “consensual” and “egalitarian” nature 
of sexual relationships between men and boys.  “[A]dults have tremendous power over 
children and adolescents in this culture,” she stated, “and so it seems that a sexual 
relationship between an adult and an adolescent would almost inevitably be inequal 
[sic].”  Hoffman continued, offering an apparent reply to Reeves and his repeated 
assertion about how boys oftentimes seduce and overpower men.  These arguments, she 
declared, “sound frightenly like what men have told us about rape.  The power attributed 
to the boys sounds like the devious passive-aggressive modes of gaining some control 
which are the only ones powerless people have available to them.”163 
Significantly, neither Hoffman nor Walker advocated outright legal prohibition of 
man-boy love or any other form of sexual activity.  “The distribution of power in 
relationships, especially those between older and younger people, has to be carefully 
examined, [b]ecause these relationships do happen, whether we think they‟re correct or 
not,” Hoffman advised.  Walker expressed concern about the attention the man-boy issue 
was receiving “at a time when the community is so vulnerable, when the law still denies 
consenting adults basic human rights, when Anita Bryant and her kind are militant 
against us, when in all but three or four instances we lost in the political arena.”  Still, 
like Hoffman, she did not advocate a prohibition of sexual relations between adults and 
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children.  Indeed, Walker recommended that the issue “be discussed, analyzed, 
understood,” after noting that “the man/boy relationship is one of much debate within our 
community.”164 
Such refusals to draw a firm line prohibiting man-boy love coupled with appeals 
to maintain an open dialogue by two of the issue‟s most forceful critics reveal GCN and 
Fag Rag writers‟ commitment to maintaining gay liberation as a functioning ideology.  
These writers deemed sexual freedom integral to that ideology, although they disagreed 
over what that ideology entailed in practice.  They did not waver on that resolve to 
advocate for sexual freedom in response to changing political circumstances, as Campbell 
and Goodstein had done.  Indeed, many of Boston‟s lesbian and gay writers chose not to 
moderate their calls for liberation or temper their sexualities for the good of “the 
movement.”  Typically, they invoked a strategy of resistance to dominant cultural norms 
and underscored the inescapable and beneficial queerness of gay identities in late 1970s 
America.   They argued that in being proud and public about one‟s homosexuality, one 
could help challenge the underlying modes of oppression rooted in compulsory 
heterosexuality and heterosexism.  
 
Man-Boy Love and the Contraction of Gay Liberation in Esplanade 
 Support for man-boy love, according to writers like Charles Shively and David 
Thorstad, as mentioned earlier, was a way to tap into the radical potential of gay 
liberation.  Yet, the case of Esplanade, a biweekly Boston-based newspaper that began 
operations in 1976 and claimed a circulation of 10,000 readers per issue by the following 
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year (double that of figures reported in GCN), reveals that support for non-normative 
sexuality and sustained commitment to gay liberation ideology were not necessarily 
synonymous with one another. 
 Esplanade was unabashedly pro-business.  Joseph Leo, the newspaper‟s 
publisher, held an unrestricted advertising policy, selling space to any company as long 
as the price was right.  This policy stood in stark contrast to that of GCN and Fag Rag, 
which strictly monitored advertising space in an effort not to have their coverage 
compromised by commercial demands.  Esplanade also regularly featured random 
images of naked muscle-bound men often in sexually suggestive positions in attempt to 
pique readers‟ interest.  Editors made no effort to conceal its business-minded interests in 
presenting these images.  “We … aim to please our readership; that‟s what keeps us in 
business, after all, and it‟s why Esplanade was started in the first place,” an unnamed 
editor indicated.  Yet, “[i]t‟s not a question of „skin or no skin.‟  It‟s more a matter of 
creating a consistent publication.  Many people find it difficult to turn the page to a 
thoughtful analysis of the Kinsey Report, or a profile of a prominent gay Bostonian, only 
to find an unrelated photospread of two crew-cut marines in a nude wrestling match.  To 
some it‟s stimulating; to others, cultural whiplash!”165 
 Esplanade’s “what sells, gets printed” philosophy influenced its news coverage 
and editorial content.  In a piece curiously entitled, “Diversity is Our Strength,” the writer 
complained about the radical bent of Boston gay pride parades.  “Will the lectern be 
dominated by speeches by the superstars, once again – or will there be room on the 
various interests of the community?” he wondered.  “Seemingly, the dyke-politicos, 
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Faggo-feminists, and the other groups who normally control the visible media should 
have their say, and then, for a change, sit back and become the audience.”  The request 
seemed reasonable:  open up the parade to “the entire community” in order to ensure 
“that all segments of the community are represented.”  Those “segments” mentioned, 
however, appeared anything but diverse: “Let us open up the event to everyone – 
including the bars and other gay businesses.  Their participation should be expected and 
encouraged.”  The parade, he added, should also be used as an opportunity to have new 
people participate, including “gay lawyers or gay educators, for example.”  Tellingly, the 
writer never mentioned class, ethnicity, gender, race, or religion as possible agents of 
diversity.
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 Claims to actual diversity, thus, were clearly spurious.  Moreover, the newspaper, 
which proclaimed itself, “first and foremost, a publication by and for the gay male” made 
no efforts to ally themselves with lesbians and feminists.  Consider the writings of 
columnist John Lauritsen.  In a series of pieces published in 1977, he complained about 
the “sexism,” “misogyny,” and “elitism” of feminists wrongly directed at gay men.  In 
the first of those pieces, “Male Chauvinist Fags,” Lauritsen charged, “Self proclaimed 
feminists have acted in ways that were harmful to gay liberation, as well as to women‟s 
liberation, and reactionary ideas have been advanced under the banner of feminism.”  By 
his account, the opposite was not true: “[G]ay men really do support the women‟s 
movement, and are therefore hesitant to attack a woman‟s liberationist.”  Consequently, 
he argued, feminists have enjoyed “virtual immunity from criticism,” whereas gay men 
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have been frequent targets of feminist rage.  Lauritsen demanded that feminists leave gay 
men alone:  “Our lifestyle is none of their business.”167 
 Esplanade regularly claimed that gay men consistently behaved in good faith 
towards other groups of people, but the newspaper‟s professed respect for others appears 
doubtful in light of the newspaper‟s insert entitled, “Match the Tits,” from its April 8, 
1977 lampoon issue.  In the image were pictures of Congresswoman Elaine Noble, 
activists Susan Saxe and Lyn Rosen, and Anita Bryant, all of whom identified as 
“lesbian,” aside from Bryant, next to images of four sets of breasts, all but one of which 
were male breasts.  Two issues later, Esplanade printed a response from Noble, which 
condemned the image for its “cheap sensationalism” which “does nothing for the 
reputation that we are all trying to establish for the gay community.”  Joseph Leo 
responded with feigned contrition: 
I deeply regret that you fail to see the humor of the lampoon. ... I‟m sorry that you 
feel that the paper could be put to better use, but, as you well know, being in the 
public eye lends itself to criticism.  For example, there are many people in the gay 
community who feel your time could be put to better use, namely, through gay 
legislation rather than constantly running benefits or acquiring income properties. 
… Finally, I wonder if we are all trying to establish the same reputation for the 
gay community.  Sometimes the watchdogs could get so caught up in their own 
importance that they forget exactly who or what they are watching out for. 
 
Nowhere in the reply does Leo ever acknowledge – let alone apologize for – the sexist 
nature of the image.  By his account, Noble did not know how to take a joke; she needed 
to lighten up.
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 Esplanade offered dismissive comments about the efforts of other minority 
groups, too.  David Brudnoy, for instance, complained that some individuals act as 
“injustice-collectors among minority groups” and “give a lousy rep to the whole group 
when they turn the minority status into a weapon to bludgeon everyone else into 
submission.”  Brudnoy claimed that racial discrimination has been and remains a 
problem, but he quickly defused the import of this claim.  “[E]nough‟s enough,” he 
charged, “after a point even the most sympathetic observer begins to wonder how much 
humiliation the rest of society is expected to endure, so that the now assertive minorities 
can feel better, that if they are gay they are „good.‟  If they are black they are „beautiful,‟ 
if Indian that they are the “original Americans‟ and the rest of us are just trespassers.”  
Brudnoy concluded by insisting that minority groups should resist bigotry, but he then 
quickly professed that “some balance is due, some sense of proportion, some give and 
take, and, please, some sense of humor.”169 
 Comments from Leo and Brudnoy demonstrate that Esplanade writers clearly had 
no interest in encouraging gay men to work with other oppressed people, politically or 
socially.  They also demonstrate that neither envisioned a progressive notion of gay 
liberation (presuming they would have used that word at all).  Indeed, they disavowed 
minorities acting “assertive,” as they clung onto visions of “diversity” that simply 
reaffirmed middle class white male privilege.  This constricted political vision set forth 
by Esplanade was augmented by its arguments for the right to privacy.  In the 
newspaper‟s 1977 Gay Pride issue, writers made their preoccupation with the right to 
privacy particularly explicit.  In reflecting on the defeat in Dade County, the editor tried 
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to comprehend the battle that lay ahead:  “What is at stake now is not just gay pride; it is 
our rights to our homes, our livelihoods, and to do what we want in the privacy of our 
own homes.”   A few pages thereafter in the same issue, A. Nolder Gay drew from an 
article published in the Advocate in 1973 to eulogize what he saw as “the forgotten gay.”  
That individual, he claimed, is “self-accepting, holds down a regular job, got and keeps 
his apartment without difficulty, lives with a lover whom he doesn‟t try to conceal.  But 
he doesn‟t need to emulate the sexually insecure adolescent by „proving‟ in public how 
sexually or politically liberated he is.”  By Gay‟s account, because radical political 
beliefs and ostentatious political theater dominated the lesbian and gay movement, the 
concerns of “the forgotten gay” were overlooked.  He predicted that if this trend did not 
change and activists “refused to recognize the sign of the times,” the movement would 
collapse entirely.  “My guess is that, if we‟re lucky, we‟ll have about two years more to 
develop a new, tougher-minded … breed of leadership and more effective strategies for 
recruiting support.”  He added, “Either way we will continue slowly to sink with the 
debris of the Sixties, or will have to learn to swim in new, uncharted and troublesome 
waters.”  A. Nolder Gay concluded with a warning from Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 
a former abolitionist: “Revolutions may go backwards.”170 
 Esplanade’s comments offered more than political advice; they revealed a 
principled belief that the fight for freedom should be narrowly drawn within the domain 
of legal rights and privacy, and that it should be reform-, not liberation-minded in its 
aims.  The newspaper advanced these arguments even while it declared its support for 
man-boy love.  Esplanade, like Fag Rag and GCN, provided extensive coverage of the 
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issue as it unfolded in 1978 and 1979.  It welcomed the perspectives of leading man-boy 
lovers, such as Tom Reeves, whose views were featured in a three-part interview from 
reporter Stephen A. Trinward.  The newspaper, also like its Boston counterparts, decried 
the mainstream media for its conflation of man-boy love as statutory rape and sometimes 
as child molestation.  In a January 17, 1979 editorial, “Homoglobia & Boy-Love,” it 
singled out The Boston Globe for its sensationalistic coverage of alleged and unproven 
instances of man-boy love in Boston.  “They can‟t seem to escape the traditions of the 
opposite-sex/ageist/conventional morality which motivates so many of those the Globe 
considers as part of the „great unwashed‟ when dealing with other issues.”  It continued, 
“The temptation to judge, to moralize, to condemn without question, is too strong for 
them to resist.”171 
 On the face of things, support for a right to privacy and man-boy love appear to 
contradict one another.  Man-boy love, to recall the words of Charles Shively, was “the 
cutting edge of gay liberation,” because it challenged ideas of sexual normalcy, childhood 
innocence, and with them, the ideological underpinnings of heterosexism.  But support 
for non-normative sexuality does not indicate commitment to challenging sexual 
oppression.  Esplanade’s defense of man-boy love eschewed commentary of dominant 
sexual norms by consigning sex and sexuality to the private sphere.
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Conclusion 
Coverage in Esplanade, in relation to that of other Boston-based gay periodicals 
such as GCN and Fag Rag, reveals that the so-called lesbian and gay movement was 
hardly as unified as many scholars have suggested.  In the late 1970s, lesbian and gay 
activists and writers offered competing responses to a shared political environment:  a 
nascent national debate on gay rights, which witnessed the ascendance of a mobilized 
political opposition.  That opposition united around the theme of child endangerment and 
the question of the homosexual‟s propensity to endanger children sexually and morally.   
Some lesbian and gay writers and activists responded by embracing respectability in an 
effort to acquire greater legal recognition and to assure mainstream America that they 
would not harm their children as a means to that end.  Others urged readers to invoke 
well-established gay liberationist principles of self determination and challenge the 
conventions of childhood, family, and heterosexuality.  Within these debates over the 
merits of respectability and self determination was the question of consent, an issue that, 
both sides failed to address by some accounts.  These critics charged that in rendering 
consent a mockery, man-boy lover advocates dismissed the emotional and psychological 
needs of children and vitiated the ethical import of sexual freedom as a gay liberationist 
ideology. 
This chapter has placed discussions of the bounds of erotic pleasure in lesbian and 
gay writing in conversation with one another in order to better understand the richness 
and ethical complexities of debates generated in response to the emergent national debate 
on gay rights.  In attending to these multiple responses, the conception of a uniform 
lesbian and gay movement or community appears more fallacious.  Indeed, the late 1970s 
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was neither fully conservative nor fully radical, as histories of the lesbian and gay past 
have commonly indicated.  Rather, the period was one of marked fragmentation and 
ideological divide.  Competing ideas of self determination rooted in gender and 
commercial interest fueled this fragmentation and ideological divide.  They would also 
frame the terms of debates to come:  discussions of sexual ethics and sexual practices in 
response to the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and the ascendance of national gay markets 
in the 1990.
  
  
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4 
 
Living Through Sex: AIDS and the Politics of Sex-Positivism in Late 1980s America 
 
 
Dominant accounts of AIDS in the late 1980s identified gay male sex as a 
contagion, a precursor to early death, something to avoid.  Writers for gay and lesbian 
magazines, newspapers, newsletters, and non-academic journals saw things differently.  
A full page, entirely text-based advertisement for the gay bar CCs in the July 22, 1986 
issue of the Raleigh-based Front Page encapsulates the widely held assumption in these 
periodicals about the importance of sex in gay life in the age of AIDS.  Published during 
gay pride month, the ad defined “pride” in terms of sexual responsibility.  “In the face of 
the AIDS epidemic,” it read, “gay people have a special, critical responsibility ... to 
ourselves and to each other.  We must face facts.  And we must act in sensible, 
responsible ways.”  Responsibility, however, did not entail an abandonment of sexual 
activity.  “There are those in society who would like for us to feel bad about ourselves ... 
and our sexuality,” the ad acknowledged.  “We know better.  We know ourselves and we 
know that sexuality is a natural, positive part of our beings.”173 
The belief that sexual activity was both natural and positive acquired extensive 
support in lesbian and gay periodicals in the late 1980s.   Indeed, many of their writers 
and contributors advocated sex-positivism:  they highlighted the virtues of regular sexual 
activity and promoted its centrality to gay life, arguing that the individual spirit died 
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without regular sexual activity free of shame.  Once that spirit died and that condition 
spread, by many of these accounts, the very presence of a gay community was in peril.
174
 
This message of resilience appeared in likely sources, such as gay male 
periodicals based in New York City which, according to the Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC) had 9,860 confirmed cases of people with AIDS as of June 1987.  Yet, as we see 
with the CC ad, the message also surfaced in publications from such places as North 
Carolina, which had 225 confirmed cases at the same time.  It also appeared in lesbian 
prints from various pockets of the United States, whose readers were generally at low risk 
to infection.  Writers from these publications harbored varied commercial and political 
interests and addressed divergent audiences, but generally all of them advocated gay sex 
as a way to fight AIDS.  Gay sexual activity constituted more than an expression of love 
or erotic desire in their views.  It was also an act of political resistance, an affirmation of 
life when images and realities of disease and death enveloped gay life, and most of all a 
vehicle for self determination:  the freedom to act and think without external coercion.  
Because gay sex was one of the primary sources of homosexual oppression, writers 
declared its redemption a mark of liberation, a force that could emancipate gay people 
from the homophobia surrounding AIDS as a medical problem and cultural construction.   
They maintained that when positive attitudes about sex spread, they had the potential to 
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change conventional thinking about sexual pleasure itself, both in relation to AIDS and 
apart from it.
175
 
The findings from this chapter reveal that the American AIDS crisis did not 
engender a uniformly conservative response, as typically assumed.  Indeed, gay and 
lesbian writers‟ intimate firsthand familiarity with the disease and their shared sense of 
abjection generated by government and mainstream media silence of its effects on gay 
people encouraged them to consciously reinforce the explicitly political and ethical tenets 
of gay liberation that formed during the 1970s.  The promotion of sex as a vital human 
need was central to these writers‟ understanding and embrace of gay liberation as a 
guiding concept. 
Recent works have made similar claims about the ongoing importance of gay 
liberation ideology, demonstrating that political histories of 1980s America are 
incomplete if they fail to reckon with the implications of the AIDS epidemic and their 
range of responses, from conservative to radical.  This chapter adds to this insight by 
highlighting the variety of responses among gay and lesbian writers to the AIDS 
epidemic.  It shows that although most of them advocated sex-positivism as a basic 
response, their explanations of the role of sexual activity as an agent for liberation and 
which acts constituted “sex” differed – sometimes substantially – due to specific, locally 
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defined political and commercial considerations.    In providing a comparative analysis 
between periodicals published in New York City and North Carolina, and by including 
lesbian writers – a group often excluded – as central to discussions of AIDS and sexual 
ethics, this chapter illuminates the rich diversity of gay and lesbian perspectives, even as 
they upheld the importance of sexual activity in the name of gay liberation.176 
Writers‟ proximity to the harrowing effects of the AIDS epidemic and their 
respective sexual experiences prior to the AIDS epidemic shaped how they spoke about 
the disease and the importance of sexual activity.  Gay male writers from New York City 
routinely waxed nostalgic for the libertine pre-AIDS sexual culture of the 1970s.  For 
many of them, the AIDS epidemic signaled the need for minor changes in sexual 
behavior, such as putting on a condom during sexual intercourse, if that.  These writers 
feared that additional changes in sexual behavior, namely a reduction in the numbers of 
sexual partners and in the rate of sexual activity, would entail abandonment of gay 
liberation ideals.  These ideals acquired meaning in the context of the commercialized 
sexual milieu of the city. 
Gay male writers from North Carolina also wrote affirmatively about the need to 
continue having sex in spite of the AIDS epidemic, but they were more likely than their 
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New York City counterparts to suggest alternatives to sexual intercourse, whether that 
entailed the use of toys, massage, or, by some accounts, an increased valuation on 
monogamy and romance.  North Carolina lacked the visible, bustling gay sex culture 
found in places such as New York City.  North Carolina gay men also had to deal with 
other political concerns, namely deflecting the pernicious effects of anti-gay rights 
campaigns by its U.S. Senator Jesse Helms and the New Right.  Consequently, writers 
from the state had little investment in making unrestricted sexual freedom their 
overarching concern or litmus test for defining gay liberation.  Still, they agreed with 
their New York City counterparts in defining gay sex, including non-normative sex acts, 
as both positive and something worth defending in the midst of the AIDS crisis. 
Lesbian writers also highlighted sex-positivism as a response to the AIDS 
epidemic, but they emphasized their specific concerns as women.   Lesbian writers during 
the late 1980s, as in the previous decade, routinely insisted that popular assumptions 
about consent and sexual subjectivity governing sexual relations needed to change.  
Accordingly, they sought to create a new vocabulary of sex-positivism, one that 
approached discussions of sexual practices in the age of AIDS as opportunities to chip 
away at dominant, male chauvinistic ideas of sex as being about conquest and de-
personalization, as well as ways to help save the lives of gay men, many of whom were 
their close friends. 
Taken together, lesbian and gay male writers, whether from New York City or 
from North Carolina, agreed that sexual activity was important, even necessary in spite of 
AIDS.  They also agreed that sex was one of the most vital – if not the most vital – means 
to express one‟s humanity and bring gay people together as a community.  But was that 
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all there was?  Was the promotion of sexual activity sufficient as an end in itself, or was 
the expression of one‟s erotic desires just one ingredient among many that enabled 
liberation in the age of AIDS?  It was on these questions where gay and lesbian writers 
disagreed with one another and where geographical differences produced ideological 
differences, indicating that the issue of gay sexual ethics in the age of AIDS was far more 
complicated than whether one was sex-positive or not. 
 
AIDS in the Popular American Imagination 
The range of gay and lesbian responses to the AIDS epidemic was a product of 
the evolving national and local contexts in which the disease obtained meaning.  By 
1985, gay people throughout the United States were implicated in discussions of AIDS 
and HIV in starkly different ways from straight people.  A turning point came on July 25 
of that year when publicists for Rock Hudson issued a press release indicating that the 
film and television star once named “America‟s Favorite Leading Man” was in a Paris 
hospital with complications from AIDS.  The announcement of Hudson‟s diagnosis 
marked the first time many Americans learned of a major public figure having AIDS.  It 
also sparked heightened interest among major newspapers and magazines over AIDS as a 
news story.  In the January 12, 1987 edition of US News & World Report, the 
newsmagazine presented its first cover story on the subject.  On the cover of that issue, 
the image of a well-dressed white male and female couple appeared over a graph 
suggesting an upsurge in the predicted number of AIDS cases in the United States.  
Kathleen McAuliffe, the piece‟s author, warned that by 1991 the number of “AIDS 
deaths per year in the U.S.” would nearly quadruple from 14,000 to 54,000, an annual 
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figure that would eclipse the number of Americans who died in the Vietnam and Korean 
Wars combined.  “With no effective cure in sight, all those who fall sick are doomed,” 
she wrote.  “Alarmingly, the government, public-health authorities and others have not 
taken many of the actions that might significantly arrest the spread of the killer disease.”  
She urged that more outrage and action were needed, for “the disease of them [gay men, 
intravenous drug users, hemophiliacs, and poor people of color] suddenly is the disease 
of us [white middle class heterosexuals].”177 
 On the face of it, the article‟s sense of urgency gave AIDS and gay activists and 
writers exactly what they wanted.  Since the CDC reported the first cases of a then 
unknown disease among five homosexual men in June 1981, many of these activists and 
writers regularly stressed the need to fight AIDS by publicizing medical news and 
preventive information about the disease.  They reasoned that with increased awareness 
and dialogue came greater compassion for those infected and those considered “high 
risk,” better treatment options for PWAs, and more popular outcry to pressure the 
government to bolster funding for AIDS research and AIDS care facilities.  Based on 
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these criteria, the US News & World Report article signaled a step in the right 
direction.
178
 
 The article‟s sense of outrage, however, precipitated a new problem.  The new 
dominant narrative of AIDS as “a universal disease” slighted the uneven effects of the 
disease on particular groups of people.  Homosexual men remained the demographic with 
the greatest rate of infection – the CDC estimated in late 1986 that over sixty percent of 
all cases constituted men who contracted the disease through homosexual intercourse, 
with the bulk of remaining cases constituting infection through IV-drug use.  All the 
while, much of mainstream AIDS coverage continued to overlook the lives and specific 
concerns of gay people.  Despite the label of AIDS as “a universal disease,” gay people 
were consigned to the fringe of that universe, as McAuliffe reminded readers when she 
called for concern on the basis that the disease had begun to infect middle-class white 
heterosexual populations.
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That label of gay people as “them,” alongside intravenous drug users, sex 
workers, and poor people of color, made the experience of marginality for gay Americans 
a national issue.  Whether they knew or had known someone with AIDS or not, gay 
people across the country found their voices and concerns silenced because of their 
associations with HIV and AIDS transmission.  Gay men were presumed carriers of the 
disease.  Lesbians, presumed by many to be asexual, were rendered invisible in the 
popular imagination, cast away as expendable.  Gay people, in both cases, were denied 
the ability to speak on their own behalves in many national discussions about their needs 
and interests with respect to the epidemic.
180
 
 Accordingly, gay and lesbian writers presented very different narratives of AIDS 
from those offered in mainstream publications.  Their narratives made gay people the 
protagonists and conveyed fundamentally distinct ideas of how to respond to AIDS – 
how to understand it culturally, how to address it medically, politically, and 
educationally, and, most of all, how to live in its presence.  Opting not to appeal to 
mainstream sensibilities, many writers used the written word as a tool to provide readers 
with alternative ways to think about their everyday lives, ways that celebrated their 
humanities and cultivated a will to live.  The question of sexual freedom lay at the heart 
of these questions, just as it had during previous discussions of gay liberation.  Although 
their discussions assumed different forms, gay and lesbian writers, whether from New 
York City or from North Carolina, promoted sex-positivism as necessary to the 
cultivation of the gay community, both physically and spiritually. 
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Redeeming and Romanticizing Gay Sex in the City 
The tolls of the AIDS epidemic on gay men living in New York City during the 
second half of the 1980s were substantial.  Conservative estimates based on June 1987 
CDC figures held that at least 6,500 city residents had acquired AIDS through male 
homosexual activity, with many more having HIV.   This high rate of infection affected 
gay people throughout the city, including those without HIV or AIDS.  “The truth is, you 
can‟t [AIDS] escape anymore,” lamented Brandon Judell, a writer for the nationally 
circulated gay newspaper Advocate.  “Turn your head anywhere in the Big Apple and you 
seem to be confronting your own mortality.”  For many infected urban gay men, the tolls 
of the AIDS epidemic were especially devastating because they suddenly were unable to 
rely on racial or class privilege to save themselves.  Accustomed to having access to 
whatever commodities they wanted, middle-class white gay men found themselves faced 
with an epidemic for which no cure could be purchased.
181
 
AIDS constituted a political problem in addition to a health crisis.  As in most 
parts of the country, local government officials in New York City provided woefully 
inadequate resources to contain the spread of AIDS or to provide effective care for those 
already infected.  Sociologists Charles Perrow and Mauro F. Guillen charged that 
government bureaucracy coupled with homophobia precipitated its shockingly slow and 
feeble response to AIDS during the 1980s.   Because of the city government‟s apparent 
apathy and incompetence, New York City gay activists built private, community-based 
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AIDS service organizations in the early 1980s and developed their own ideas about how 
to best respond to AIDS.   Writers for gay male-oriented periodicals published in New 
York City exploited this community-based, independent-minded thinking about AIDS in 
hopes of challenging conventional wisdom about the relationship between AIDS and 
sexual practices.
182
 
Gay sex, partly because it found such condemnation in dominant discourse, 
achieved an almost revelatory place in Christopher Street and the New York Native, New 
York City‟s two largest gay periodicals.  Christopher Street, a monthly gay literary 
magazine modeled after the New Yorker, had an average readership between 3,000 and 
5,000 readers.  The Native, a weekly tabloid that mimicked the format of the New York 
publication Village Voice, boasted circulation figures of 20,000 readers in 1985 to 25,000 
readers by decade‟s end.  Despite their different emphases, publisher Charles Ortleb 
decidedly catered to well-educated, middle- to upper-class gay male urban readers, 
packaging both periodicals as “intelligent friendly.”  Both publications also received 
much of their revenue from sex-themed advertisements, including ads for pornography 
videos, phone sex companies, and classifieds.
183
 
Motivated by a desire to refute dominant attitudes of AIDS and sex as well as by 
commercial incentives, writers for Christopher Street and Native regularly maintained 
that gay men should not curb or redirect their erotic desires in response to AIDS, even if 
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they could.  “The lessons we taught ourselves, about pride in our bodies and our 
sexuality, about our right to enjoy sexual activity with other consenting adults, with or 
without love,” wrote psychotherapist Neil Kaminsky in an article for the Native, “hold 
true during this health holocaust as much as they did during the exciting and hopeful 
„70s.”  Kaminsky expressed concern that fears of AIDS might cause gay people to 
internalize beliefs of sexual shame and regret as their predecessors supposedly had prior 
to the inception of gay liberation thought in the 1960s.   He reasoned that the issues 
precipitated by AIDS were different from what they were in the pre-gay liberation era, 
but the outcome was the same:  gay people repeating erroneous beliefs about their 
sexualities that they would come to accept as fact.  Kaminsky urged gay people to reject 
this logic.  “We cannot bring back our loved ones,” he stated, “but it‟s imperative that we 
prevent the myriad other losses this epidemic threatens.”  He concluded, “Our sexuality is 
in danger.  If we lose that, we have lost a paramount component of our humanity.”184 
Kaminsky‟s plea for gay men to continue having sex in order to express that 
humanity and live life fully was sweeping but not sugarcoated.  He, like other New York 
City gay writers, acknowledged the concept of death when discussing sexual ethics and 
AIDS, as evinced by his use of the phrases “health holocaust” and “we cannot bring our 
loved ones back.”  In addressing the subject of death directly, Kaminsky and others 
recognized readers‟ fears about AIDS while instructing them to fear the loss of sexual 
activity as a loss of humanity.  AIDS was horrible, the message went.  It took away the 
lives of thousands of men and women prematurely, often in silence.  Furthermore, 
observed regular Christopher Street columnist Andrew Holleran, it instilled gay men with 
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a sense of fear that robbed them of their sex lives.  In 1978, he wrote, “the [gay] 
discotheques were too big and too expensive, the baths [which gay men commonly met to 
have sex] too crowded, the wait for a room too long, and the sex too quick once you got 
one. … Gay life in 1978 seemed if anything too populous, too glossy, too slick.”  By 
1988, that all changed.   Holleran stated the contrast succinctly:  “In 1978, we were 
having sex with one another; in 1988, we were not.”185 
Holleran‟s words were powerful but inaccurate.  Although city health officials 
closed popular New York City gay bathhouses such as St. Marks Street Baths during the 
mid-1980s, new gay discos like the legendary nightclub Saint opened and offered 
comparable opportunities for patrons to have sex with one another on the premises.  Fears 
of AIDS might have made gay male New York City nightlife “a shadow of its former 
self,” but it was not dead.186 
Holleran‟s rhetoric nevertheless reveals how certain New York gay writers not 
only promoted sex-positivism as essential to living but fetishized it, too, depicting sex as 
the primary component of gay identitification.   In a January 1986 issue of Newslink: The 
Members Newsletter of Gay Male Sadomasochist Activists, editor-in-chief David Stein 
wrote mournfully over the closing of the Mineshaft, a nightclub renowned for 
sadomasochist sexual activity.  Drawing from the words of a letter to the editor, Stein 
described the nightclub as “a place where fantasies come true” and representative of the 
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essence of gay liberation.  It was “the experience of one,” he proclaimed, “all those men, 
all those smells, the flesh, the security and energy of it all.  An affirmation of life, for 
sure, and of one‟s sexual identity.”187 
The comments of Kaminsky, Holleran, Stein, and other New York gay male 
writers expressed the idea that as horrible as AIDS was, and as many lives that had been 
taken away prematurely because of it, they needed to live by having sex; not just for 
themselves, but to fight the epidemic as well.   Robert Trent in an October 1987 piece for 
Christopher Street echoed these sentiments:  “Whatever gay was, it must now include the 
determination to live.  Living well might have to wait a year or ten.  But we have to fight, 
or America is nothing but lies.”  Trent‟s use of the word “fight” was not to encourage 
readers to take to the streets in protest against AIDS policies and government inaction.  It 
was not a call for readers to “come out” as gay, another common rhetorical strategy used 
to fight homophobia surrounding AIDS.  For Trent, fighting entailed readers redeeming 
their sexualities:  “Rimming, fucking, sucking, and kissing … give more than pleasure,” 
he went on to state in the article.  “They give us a way of defining ourselves.  Sex is not 
merely a form of „acting out,‟ as the psychiatrists … would put it.  Sex is not redirected 
emotion.  It is emotion. … It is the way we have feelings.”  For Trent, as with other gay 
writers, sexual activity, whether it entailed normative sexual acts or not, allowed gay 
people to be gay: to cultivate a life of self-determination, pride, and authenticity and a 
means to fight stigmas ascribed to AIDS.
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The idea that embracing sexual activity signified an effective strategy in the fight 
against AIDS appeared as standard wisdom in many gay periodicals since initial reports 
of AIDS surfaced in 1981.  Leading gay periodicals, such as the Boston-based Gay 
Community News, affirmed sexual activity during the first half of the 1980s, provided 
that it included condom use or other safer sex practices.  In the second half of the 1980s, 
Christopher Street and New York Native followed a similar line of argument as its 
predecessors, yet without emphasis on safer sex.
189
  
A possible reason for this omission could be attributed to the fact that by the late 
1980s condom use had become so standard that the need to argue on its behalf seemed 
superfluous.  Indeed, a survey conducted by the San Francisco AIDS Foundation in Fall 
1985 indicated that eighty-one percent of gay male respondents declared that they were 
monogamous, celibate, or practiced “safe sex” every time they had sex.  This figure was 
twelve percentage points higher than when the same survey was conducted the year 
before. 
The problem with the belief that safer sex education was no longer necessary lay 
in the glorification of unprotected anal sex, commonly known as barebacking, as the 
zenith of sexual fulfillment.  This trope was common in gay male pornography magazines 
during the second half of the 1980s.  In the words of a story from Wolf Hardmann from 
the New York-based Honcho: “No [sexual] act was complete, no matter how energized, 
without the completion of the act – great ropes of man juice hurling deep into his guts. … 
In those few seconds that his cum blasted into him, Gregg felt whole, complete.”  It was 
“an ecstasy far superior to any orgasm, a feeling that almost touched nirvana.”  For 
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Hardmann, non-penetrative sex and anal sex with a condom would never suffice.  These 
sexual acts would never reach the levels of ecstasy and completion achievable only 
through the exchange of semen.
190
  
The romanticization of unsafe sex was found outside pornography magazines, too.  
Some Christopher Street writers extolled semen exchange as the standard of great sex as 
they mourned over its passing.  Sean Leonard presented his longing for sex free from 
worries about AIDS in a poem entitled “Health.”  “I don‟t want to be with the ex-drinkers 
and the promiscuous tonight,” he wrote.  “I want to sleep with the drunk and dirty sons 
on the cutting edge of their bodies in the degenerate champagne of experience.”  The 
subtext of Leonard‟s pining was that AIDS made it impossible to revel in “the degenerate 
champagne of experience.”  Frequent columnist Andrew Holleran offered similar 
sentiments when he lamented about how AIDS led him to pornography.  He began by 
outlining the virtues of pornography.  The model in the magazine, he wrote, is “an ideal 
companion:  no ego, no moods, no complaints, and no names.  He doesn‟t mess up the 
room.  He doesn‟t leave hairs in the bathroom sink, or know your faults, or present the 
slightest risk of AIDS.”  Then, the tone changed:  “He‟s there but not there.”  Holleran 
added, “These days, sex with real people is so narrow that only the man in the magazine 
can achieve an abandon once taken for granted.  It may not be the real thing, but the real 
thing has vanished.”191 
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For Hardmann, Leonard, and Holleran sexual activity enabled gay men to express 
their humanity and live life; this belief was no different from those expressed by most 
other gay writers, whether male or female, whether from New York, North Carolina, or 
somewhere else.  The dilemma lay in what constituted sexual fulfillment and, by 
extension, existential fulfillment.  By at least two of these three writers‟ accounts, AIDS 
had rendered sexual and existential fulfillment elusive, if not impossible.  Of course, safer 
sex practices allowed gay men to have sex with substantially reduced chances of 
contracting AIDS or HIV.  Yet, for New York City gay male-oriented periodicals, 
especially New York Native and Christopher Street, mentions of condom use or other 
safer sex techniques appeared infrequently, an omission all the more glaring because 
these publications covered the topic of gay sex regularly.  Perhaps writers presumed that 
readers did not need to be reminded of ways to protect themselves, because they hailed 
mainly from New York and were “intelligent.”  Or, perhaps these writers wanted to 
celebrate sexual activity as an affirmation of life while trying to forget the threat that sex 
now entailed.  Indeed, there was a paradoxical subtext to many of these writers‟ repeated 
affirmation of the need to redeem gay sex without shame and without restraint:  that sex 
was not free after all.  Through its visible decimation of significant portions of the gay 
male urban population, AIDS had forever changed gay sexual life, regardless of whether 
that reality was acknowledged or not. 
 
Sex-Positivism in North Carolina:  The Limits of Liberation 
Discussions about AIDS, HIV, and sexual ethics in North Carolina echoed many 
of the dominant themes of gay liberation and self determination evident in publications 
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from major metropolitan areas such as New York City but with different emphases 
informed by the state‟s cultural politics.  Although North Carolina had approximately 6.6 
million residents by the end of the 1980s, making it the eleventh largest state in the 
United States, it lacked a major urban area with a large visible gay population.  Charlotte, 
the largest city in the state with an estimated population of about 396,000 people by 
1990, did not possess the well-established gay institutions and urban spaces that were 
fixtures in such places as Boston, Los Angeles, New York City, and San Francisco.  
Christopher Alexander acknowledged this lack of institutions and spaces in a 1988 letter 
to the editor to the Charlotte-based monthly newspaper Q-Notes.  After noting the 
nominal presence of gay-related services, organizations, and “out” gays and lesbians 
within the city, he concluded that “to speak of Charlotte and the gay community in one 
breath is to contradict oneself.”192 
 Much of this relative lack of lesbian and gay visibility could be attributed to the 
state‟s conservative political culture.  North Carolina was the most industrialized of all 
southern states and was in the midst of a population boom largely resulting from the 
migration of young educated professionals and business leaders, observed Mab Segrest, 
writing for a North Carolina-based gay periodical in August 1986.  Yet, it also held the 
dubious distinction of possessing the greatest number of residents who identified as 
members of the Ku Klux Klan or Nazi Party and had more slavery convictions for 
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migrant workers than any other state.  It was also home to senior U.S. Senator Jesse 
Helms.  Helms, perhaps more than any other politician of his time, symbolized New 
Right vitriol towards homosexuality.  On October 14, 1987, for instance, he announced 
on the Senate floor his opposition to federally funded AIDS prevention legislation on the 
stated basis that it would sanction “unnatural” and “disgusting” homosexual behavior.  
Following that address the Helms Amendment was adopted, an amendment that 
prohibited the distribution of federal funds for AIDS prevention to gay-based service 
organizations.   Eighty-five senators supported the amendment; only two opposed it.
193
 
Helms was not the only North Carolina politician to denounce homosexuality 
publicly.  In July 1986 U.S. Representative William Cobey, whose districts included 
Chapel Hill and Raleigh, co-sponsored a resolution with Jesse Helms that overturned a 
bill passed by the Washington D.C. City Council that prohibited insurance companies 
from denying coverage to persons who tested positive to the HIV antibodies test.  Cobey, 
who was locked in a tight race with Democratic candidate David Price, expressed his 
reasons for co-sponsoring the resolution later in the same month:  “I do not feel 
individuals and private businesses should be forced to live, rent housing to, or conduct 
business with those who have known sexual preferences to which they have an 
aversion.”194 
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North Carolina possessed a burgeoning lesbian and gay press despite its vitriolic 
political climate.  That growth began in the second half of the 1970s and was made 
possible by two coinciding developments: the expanding geographical reach of gay 
activism beyond major cities and the creation of a gay wire service, which, like the 
Associated Press, provided local lesbian and gay periodicals access to gay-related news 
stories outside of their particular regions.  The first of the major North Carolina-based 
periodicals to begin publication was Lambda: The Carolina Gay & Lesbian Association 
Newsletter.  Founded in 1976 by a group of University of North Carolina undergraduate 
and graduate students, Lambda was one of the first and longest running college-oriented 
gay publications in the country.  Three years later, the Raleigh-based Front Page began 
circulating.  The free bi-weekly newspaper aimed to provide a news and political forum 
for readers and was the first publication to target both North Carolina and South Carolina 
lesbian and gay populations.  In 1981, the Triangle Area Lesbian Feminists formed in 
Durham and began publishing a periodical aptly titled The Newsletter.  Like many other 
periodicals of its kind, The Newsletter sought to marry lesbian and feminist concerns for 
a local audience; in this case, the Raleigh, Durham, Chapel Hill triangle area.  In 1986, 
Charlotte resident Don King began publishing the monthly newspaper Q-Notes in hopes 
of providing a voice to his local community.  Like the other state prints, Q-Notes was 
distributed as a free newspaper with the intent to provide news, political information, 
commentary, and to serve as a bulletin board for North Carolina lesbian and gay 
readers.
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Although Lambda, The Front Page, The Newsletter, and Q-Notes addressed North 
Carolina readers specifically, the state was also home to RFD from 1985 to 1988, a 
reader-written quarterly focused on gay male country living.  RFD’s politics and stylistics 
stood in stark contrast to those of urban publications such as Christopher Street and New 
York Native.  When the journal began operations in 1973 in Grinnell, Iowa, it defined 
itself as decidedly anti-urban, as well as anti-middle class and anti-heteronormative.  The 
magazine retained its rural and radical disposition over a decade later after moving 
operations to various locales before arriving at the small rural town of Bakersville, North 
Carolina.
196
 
Packaged as a substitute to mainstream and metropolitan-based gay publications, 
RFD offered readers an alternate narrative of sexual freedom: one that celebrated 
unconventional sexual activity while underscoring the need to keep oneself and one‟s 
partners safe.   In the words of RFD writers Ralph White, James I. Slaff, and John K. 
Brubaker, eroticized safe sex entailed the sharing of orgasms without the exchange of 
semen or blood.  The central object, they maintained, was to eroticize non-risk parts of 
the body:  “Genital pleasure [included] stroking, sucking, fondling, and otherwise 
stimulating the genitals.  The sensations are maintained without sexual intercourse and 
can be sustained without the pressure of sexual achievement. … The aim is to build the 
intimacy through the mutual enjoyment of pleasurable sensations.”197 
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RFD, unlike Christopher Street and New York Native, never bemoaned AIDS as 
the passing of an era of unbridled sexual freedom.  The journal instead emphasized the 
positive lessons AIDS facilitated in encouraging gay men to reevaluate their sex lives and 
their interactions with other gay men.  For White, Slaff, and Brubaker, the AIDS 
epidemic freed gay men as it enabled them to express themselves sexually without having 
to worry about performance.  For Scott Humphries, in a piece entitled “A Positive Time,” 
the epidemic “presented [us] with the rare and vital opportunity to re-examine our 
lifestyle, values, morals as gay men in modern society.”  By his account, the gravity of 
the AIDS crisis engendered the positive effect of putting priorities into perspective, an 
argument repeated in Pat Browder‟s “AIDS: Question of Death or Question of Life.”  
The AIDS epidemic, Browder remarked, raises three basic questions:  “1) Do I want to 
live?  2) What is my purpose in life?  3) Who is my friend?”  Brower contended that 
everyone asked these questions at various points in their life, but the AIDS epidemic 
made them appear more pressing because it placed issues of life and death, 
companionship and loneliness, what is important and what is not important in sharp 
relief.
198
 
RFD’s optimistic handling of the AIDS epidemic found its fullest expression in 
discussions about sexual practices.  Writers discussed sex affirmatively in an effort to 
convince readers to heed their advice and conduct their sexual lives responsibly and 
shamelessly.   In advancing this point they disavowed dominant ideas of sexual morality 
and invited readers to draw their own decisions about what sorts of sexual practices to 
pursue while reminding them about the range of options available, options that 
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mainstream publications routinely ignored.  Polygamy was one such idea.  “It‟s OK to be 
in a couple and it‟s OK not to be in a couple,” Christopher Wright told readers.  “The 
point is to free yourself of the expectations of others and to arrive at your own 
conclusions.”  Wright went on to point out some of the potential pitfalls of monogamous 
relationships, namely boredom, diverging interests over times, and lack of sexual 
adventure.  He argued that concerns about AIDS should not make monogamy, or other 
culturally dominant notions of sexual safety such as dating and romance, more of an 
ideal.  Rather, concerns about relationships dissolving prompted a need to reassess the 
reasons for selecting the type of relationships these individuals were – or were not – in.199 
Front Page, though less sexually explicit than RFD, echoed many of the journal‟s 
themes concerning the joys of erotic safe sex while attempting to draw positive lessons.  
John Preston, a Front Page columnist and author of the 1985 edited collection of short 
stories Hot Living: Erotic Stories About Safe Sex, reiterated Wright‟s mistrust of 
monogamy as a reasonable solution to the AIDS epidemic.  “A lot of people want to 
believe that love could conquer AIDS.  You have to be very careful when you say 
monogamy is a defense,” he observed.  Darrell Yates-Rist, one of the contributors in 
Preston‟s edited volume, concurred.  “We are taught that once you are married, 
everything will be fine,” he stated in an October 1985 interview with Front Page.  “You 
could do anything if it follows the heterosexual model.  Love waves its wand and AIDS 
is gone.”  Yates-Rist made clear, however, that his disavowal of marriage and love as 
solutions to the AIDS epidemic was not a license for unrestricted sexual freedom.  “There 
is a very masculine attitude that sex is all or nothing,” he noted.  And, the ideal of love 
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did nothing to challenge the misogyny that straight and gay men carried with them to the 
bedroom.  “It goes back to what John [Preston] was saying about love as panacea,” he 
indicated.  “That seems to apply whether it‟s a marriage, or 45 seconds of love on 
poppers [an inhalant commonly used to increase sexual arousal].”  Preston and Yates-Rist 
each confessed sadness and nostalgia over the passing of a pre-AIDS, more sexually open 
world.  At the same time, Yates-Rist recognized that the epidemic compelled him and 
other gay men to reexamine “our attitudes about sex” and to acknowledge how our 
linking of sex-positivism with pride was in fact “very heterosexual.”200 
The comments of Preston and Yates-Rist in relation to those from writers for Christopher 
Street and New York Native highlight the variance of perspectives among gay male 
writers on the issue of sexual freedom.  Although each of these writers saw sexual 
activity as a basic human need, they disagreed on how that need ought to be expressed in 
practice.  Those differences in views may have been influenced by the particular 
audiences these writers were addressing, but, in the case of Preston, they were not a 
product of his experiences diverging much from those of writers from New York City.  In 
a July 1985 Front Page article, just four years into the epidemic, Preston reported that he 
had lost one lover and four close friends from AIDS complications.  Informed by these 
first-hand experiences, Preston opted to alert readers to the gravity of the AIDS crisis 
rather than mythologize and attempt to recreate a hypersexualized past.  Gay people may 
feel “AIDSed out” and the epidemic may “be descending into a distant circle of our 
consciousness” because we do not want to face the issue of death.  Yet, “the specter of 
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the disease is not going away,” he noted.  “Not for a long, long time.”  Accordingly, 
Preston advised that readers to alter their thinking about AIDS:  “[T]he disease has been 
dealt with only as a potential threat, not as a reality.”201 
Front Page echoed Preston‟s advisory in a cartoon presented on the front of the 
same issue (Figure 4-1, below).   The image featured a young man from the center left 
getting off a bus asking gleefully “Where‟s the action??” seemingly in anticipation of a 
vacation filled with sexual abandon.  But the young man did not get the cautionary 
message, which the two men in the front right portion of the image were trying to 
disseminate:  “exercising your libido may be hazardous to your health.”  Like Preston, the 
cartoon did not suggest that readers ought to jettison sex from their lives.  Rather, it urged 
them to recognize the realities of AIDS as a real health crisis and to exercise practical, 
informed restraint in order to protect themselves and others from infection – a message 
that Christopher Street and New York Native frequently minimized.
202
 
Not all North Carolina-based periodicals were as forthcoming in addressing issues 
of sexuality and politics as RFD or Front Page.  From 1986, when it began publication, 
through 1988, Q-Notes remained relatively reticent on the topic.  In fact, the only usual 
hints of sexual content came in the form of images of half-naked men donned in local bar 
advertisements.  One noteworthy exception was a reoccurring advertisement for 
“Connections: An Experience of Intimacy for Men” (Figure 4-2, below), which took  
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Figure 4-1: “Caution: Exercising Your Libido May Be Harmful to Your Health,” 
The Front Page, May 21-June 3, 1985, front page. 
Carolina Collection at Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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Figure 4-2: “Connections: An Experience of Intimacy for Men,” 
Advertisement, Q-Notes, August 1986, 5. 
Carolina Collection at Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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anywhere from a quarter to a full page of advertising space from 1986 to 1987.   The ad 
featured the image of two boys playing doctor beside an appeal for readers to regain 
intimacy in their lives.  When we were young, it read, “we were so open to each other, so 
trusting.  We gave each other such delight.  As we grew up, we closed a little year by 
year.  Sex lost its innocence.  Even worse, we learned not to be intimate – physically or 
emotionally.”  Connections packaged its workshops as vehicles to promote assertiveness 
and empowerment in order to tackle personal myths about intimacy.  “Actually, we‟ve 
had unconditional love in us all along,” the ad concluded.  “We just have to learn to find 
it again.”  Connections used much of the same language found in the pages of 
Christopher Street, New York Native, and RFD.  It implied that intimacy constituted more 
than a form of release and that it was an existential human need:  a manifestation of one‟s 
authentic self when one was young and unexposed to pressures of the outside world.  The 
logic of the wording was virtually the same as in the other publications, except the 
dominant word in the ad was “intimacy,” not “sex.”  “Intimacy” implies sex, something 
that Connections alluded to when it referred to the visit to the doctor as “tantalizing,” 
stated that “sex lost its innocence,” or described the meetings as either having “no 
nudity” or “some nudity.”  “Intimacy,” however, also entails familiarity, closeness, and 
understanding, attributes less likely to discomfort readers struggling with their 
sexualities.
203
 
The ad‟s featuring of the desexualized image of two boys conjuring ideas of 
childhood innocence juxtaposed with the use of the word “intimacy,” rather than “sex,” 
appears in part a strategy to mollify readers‟ anxieties about attending a meeting centered 
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on the promotion of sexual intimacy.  Because North Carolina lacked the visible gay 
institutions and sexualized spaces as places such as New York possessed, and because of 
the state‟s cultural conservatism, writers often presumed that many of their readers 
harbored lingering trepidation about their sexualities, something that major urban 
publications seldom recognized.  From 1987 to 1988, for example, Front Page ran a 
regular column called “At Work,” which offered advice on subjects such as how to come 
out to colleagues, how to interact with other workers whom you expect to be gay, and 
how to deal with workplace harassment.  Like other North Carolina-based gay 
publications, Front Page emphasized the everyday struggles of living as either an out or 
closeted gay individual in society.  The newspaper made it clear, however, which path its 
readers ought to pursue.  Speaking on behalf of many of her colleagues, columnist Janelle 
Lavelle underscored the personal and political importance of being public about one‟s 
sexuality.  “Until [we] make a public forum of our private lives and quit hiding behind a 
veil of heterosexuality,” she declared in an editorial for the 1986 Gay Pride Issue, 
“change is simply not going to come.”204 
The Connections advertisement also offered readers an alternate idea of the value 
of sex in selecting the word “intimacy,” one that presented a sex-positive message with 
an emphasis different from the ones typically found in New York City publications.   
That sex-positive image presented in such periodicals as RFD, Front Page, and Q-Notes 
presented sex more as an intimate exchange between two or more individuals than an 
expression of one individual‟s desire to express his or her erotic desires.  Lambda echoed 
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this sentiment more explicitly.  In a December 1988 article entitled, “Are There Any 
Positive Consequences of the AIDS Crisis??” the author, who went by the name of 
“D.B.,” saw changes in gay male attitudes about sex and love a possible positive 
consequence of the AIDS epidemic.  In the 1960s, D.B. observed, the “gay narcissist” 
was born, as “[f]or the first time we, along with many other Americans, began to explore 
ourselves and to learn how to enjoy pleasure without the associated guilt.”  Although 
D.B. welcomed the undoing of the bonds of sexual repression, s/he feared that the 
message of sexual freedom in gay liberation thought had been extended too far by placing 
the interests of the individual and her/his desires ahead of the good of the gay 
community.  The AIDS crisis had the potential to change this pattern by prompting “gay 
men [to] view sex and love ... [as] lasting.”  D.B. hoped that this change would not have 
come about due to AIDS; still, he felt that the eventual return to “the values of 
relationships and monogamy,” however derived, was something worth advocating.205 
D.B.‟s emphasis on relationships, love, and monogamy was likely a product of 
how s/he actually felt about those issues.  At the same time, the Carolina Lesbian and 
Gay Association (CLGA), the parent organization of Lambda, had ample reason to 
downplay appearances of radical sexual politics.   Lambda, unlike most other gay 
periodicals, needed to address both gay and straight audiences.  After fundraising drives, 
the organization received most of its financial support from a portion of student fees.  
Student fees were deducted from each UNC undergraduate and graduate student‟s 
respective financial account and could be adjusted by the democratic vote of student 
congress.  Because student fees were integral to the continued operation of the CLGA 
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and Lambda and could be cut out any semester through popular vote, writers needed to 
court straight students in addition to the lesbian and gay ones.  Not surprisingly, then, 
Lambda Editor Mark Donahue began an October 1987 piece that explained the aims of 
the CGLA with a declaration of inclusivity:  “This is an article which I direct to the „gay‟ 
as well as the „straight‟ community.”  Other Lambda pieces also underscored the merits 
of coalition building.  “In the society at large,” wrote one columnist, “our constant effort 
is to build a majority – not a majority of gay and lesbian people, but of everybody who 
accepts, and understands, and extends their affectional selves to everybody.”  By 
articulating gay and lesbian concerns in a language designed to attract various possible 
supporters – gay, straight, or otherwise – Lambda circumvented controversial 
discussions, especially those discussions involving gay sexual activity.  Accordingly, 
Lambda, though often bold in its gay liberation rhetoric – calling for direct action protests 
and demanding that gay students come out of the closet – expressed relatively 
conservative sexual politics.  Those politics were in part a product of writers‟ values, but 
they also served as a way to assuage straight students‟ fears that the organization would 
be used to promote a sexually subversive brand of politics.
206
 
Thus, Lambda’s discussions of sexual ethics and the limits of sexual freedom, like 
all periodicals, took shape within the bounds of ethical principle and locally defined 
political and economic reality.  The reality of residing in a state with a conservative 
political climate coupled with the relative lack of an expansive gay community to fund 
operations meant that North Carolina gay writers could not afford to talk about sex in the 
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same manner that their New York counterparts could.  Consequently, these writers, 
although sex-positive, tended to be relatively reticent in their affirmation of sexual 
activity, while highlighting the importance of shared intimacy over individual sexual 
release.  In so doing, they echoed the sentiments of many lesbian writers who drew from 
their experiences as women to underscore the virtues of consent and personhood as basic 
to their articulation of sex-positivism.  In large part because they could not afford to lose 
lesbian support, North Carolina gay male writers cultivated a feminist awareness in their 
discussions of sex which many of their New York City counterparts lacked.
207
  
 
Lesbian Sexual Politics and the Fight against AIDS 
As North Carolina gay male writers challenged the vision of sex-positivism 
presented in Christopher Street, New York Native, and other metropolitan-based gay male 
periodicals, lesbian writers went even further.  On the one hand, writers such as Margaret 
Nichols from the Brooklyn-based lesbian feminist journal Conditions, advocated that 
readers celebrate diverse forms of female sexual activity in order to “alleviate sexual guilt 
and help create new modes of sexual expression.”  Nichols, like her male counterparts, 
welcomed all forms of sexuality – “whether it be gentle or wild or voracious, whether it 
be unified, easy to understand, complex or contradictory.” 208 
For many lesbian writers, however, sex-positivism alone would not foster 
liberation because the experience of being a lesbian in 1980s America involved concerns 
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unrelated to sexual activity or other forms of self-expression.  In a piece entitled “Liberty 
is a Lesbian,” Editor-in-chief Susan Cavin for the New York quarterly magazine Big 
Apple Dyke News explained what “liberty” entailed, aligning that definition with the 
essence of lesbianism.  Liberation is achievable, she wrote, through:  
disbelief of patriarchal superstructure values, the ability to say NO, I don‟t believe 
what patriarchal institutions say about women or lesbians or Black or Nicaragua 
or … and so it goes.  Because if you challenge the view put forth about women in 
patriarchy, then you end up challenging the rest of patriarchal propaganda, too. 
 
Cavin‟s words are revealing on two counts.   First, her emphasis on “lesbian liberation” 
in the excerpt and throughout the article mentioned nothing about sexual repression as the 
source of lesbian oppression.  Robert Trent, by contrast in a selection from New York 
Native mentioned earlier, proclaimed that the redemption of unbridled sexual freedom 
epitomized what it meant to be “gay.”  Second, Cavin‟s notion of oppression was more 
expansive than those offered by most gay male writers.
 
  Indeed, gay male writers from 
the Christopher Street, Front Page, Lambda, Native, and Q-Notes offered occasional 
comments about the need to fight various forms of oppression in addition to heterosexism 
but never to the extent as writers such as Cavin did.  Her magazine used much of its 
editorial space to detail such issues as labor exploitation in developing countries, 
environmental degradation, and prison reform:  issues that had no direct impact on the 
lives of New York lesbian readers.
209
 
Because lesbian writers such as Cavin and their targeted readers confronted 
oppression as both women and homosexuals, they often defined liberation as 
intersectional, viewing various forms of discrimination, whether they were rooted in age,  
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Figure 4-3: “Fat Liberation,” Advertisement, The Newsletter, January 1987,  
inside pullout between pages 8-9. 
Carolina Collection at Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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class, ethnicity, gender, physical appearance, race, or sexuality, as mutually reinforcing 
agents of oppression.  A flier for a workshop on “Fat Liberation” in the January 1987 
issue of The Newsletter (Figure 4-3, below), for instance, shows how the event 
organizers‟ concept of liberation involved body acceptance and the rejection of 
hegemonic male-dominated notions of beauty.   The workshop, which was organized by 
Sue Ellen Hiers (300 pounds) and Alixe Dancer (150 pounds) of the Lesbian Health 
Concerns Committee of the Lesbian and Gay Health Project in North Carolina, was 
designed with the goal to “identify fat oppression and to begin creating a world that is 
safe for women of all sizes, to love ourselves and each other.”  On Our Backs, a San-
Francisco-based lesbian erotica quarterly, made the message of body acceptance its 
focus.  From 1984, when it began publication, until it ceased production in 2006, the 
magazine regularly presented sexually graphic images of women of all races, shapes, and 
sizes in effort to offer more democratic alternatives to standard definitions of beauty and 
the erotic.
 210
   
New York Native, by contrast, offered no such words of encouragement for the 
overweight or those who did not conform to dominant notions of physical attractiveness.  
Instead, it routinely adorned its covers with full page images of young (usually white) 
muscular men, even when the subject matter of the story being presented was non-erotic.  
Such was the case with the image on the front page of the March 9, 1987 issue, when 
Native editors selected the image of a blindfolded young shirtless white man to introduce 
a story on the New York City Board of Education‟s plan to remove any discussions of 
sex and drugs from the curriculum (Figure 4-4, below).  Even RFD, a magazine that  
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Figure 4-4: Mitchell Halberstadt, “Banned in New York,”  
The New York Native, March 9, 1987, 1. 
Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Division, Duke University. 
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advocated for greater feminist awareness among its readers, could not resist the 
occasional cartoon image of a random well-endowed, muscular male figure fighting 
“AIDS” through “love,” “brotherhood,” and “support.”211  
In large part because the male gaze – whether straight or gay – defined societal 
norms of beauty and the erotic, lesbian writers tended to underscore gender oppression 
over heterosexism and homophobia as the concern most central to readers.  Periodicals, 
such as the Washington D.C.-based Off Our Backs which highlighted their feminist bent, 
proclaimed the problem of patriarchy as the root of lesbian oppression, but so did non-
feminist identified publications including On Our Backs.  Susie Bright and Debi Sundahl, 
publisher and editor-in-chief, respectively, of the erotic magazine, claimed that lesbian 
feminists could agree that patriarchy was the root of women‟s oppression, even if they 
disagreed over what to do about it.  The Newsletter, a Durham, North Carolina monthly 
publication targeting “lesbians and feminist women” often highlighted gender oppression 
without any mention of heterosexism or homophobia.  One piece discussed the ubiquity 
of “women-hating, racism, and violence” in American popular music, for example, 
something that the piece‟s author Alix Dobkin claimed “graphically reflects and 
reinforces a dangerously alienated reality.”  Nowhere did Dobbin explicitly mention how 
popular music helped to promote homophobia, although examples were abundant.
212
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Wage disparities constituted another obstacle that many lesbians faced 
specifically as women.  Peg Byron highlighted this issue in a March 1988 story in Q-
Notes.  Drawing from a survey of 1,917 lesbians conducted by the National Lesbian and 
Gay Health Foundation in the winter of 1984 and the spring of 1985, she noted that fifty-
seventy percent of respondents identified “money problems” as the issue that “most 
worried” them.  Lesbians, like heterosexual women, earned about sixty cents on the 
dollar to their male counterparts, with sixty-four percent earning less than $20,000 per 
year and thirty-seven percent making less than $10,000 per year.
213
  This lack of income 
among many lesbians directly shaped the conditions of their intimate lives:  over half of 
the respondents reported living with and sharing finances within a monogamous lesbian 
relationship.  These statistics indicate that the vision of unfettered sexual expression 
commonly touted in gay (male-targeted) periodicals as the underlying essence of gay 
liberation could not apply to lesbians – not because they did not seek sex to an extent that 
gay men did, but because they experienced sexual repression as just one component 
among many that prevented them from being free.
 214
  
In fact, some lesbian writers and activists proclaimed that lesbians and other 
women had justifiable grounds to want to limit the bounds of sexual freedom.  Noted 
radical feminist writer Andrea Dworkin, author of the 1981 book Pornography: Men 
Possessing Women and co-founder of Women Against Pornography, an organization 
dedicated to the legal censorship of films, books, and magazines deemed degrading to 
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women, was one of the most vehement proponents to establishing boundaries to sexual 
freedom.  Dworkin argued that pornography was bad for women because it rendered 
them objects of male sexual fantasy.  As objects, women, including lesbians, found 
themselves powerless within an institutionalized system of male sexual dominance.  “The 
power exercised by men day to day in life,” she declared in an October 1983 Upper 
Midwest Men‟s Conference reprinted in the November 4, 1985 issue of Front Page, “is 
protected by law.  It is protected by religion and religious practice.  It is protected by 
universities, which are strongholds of male supremacy.  It is protected by the police 
force.”  By Dworkin‟s account, male supremacy was omnipresent and unavoidable.  
Consequently, she maintained, “we [women] are very close to death.  All women are.  
And we are very close to rape and we are very close to beating.  And we are inside a 
system of humiliation for which there is no escape.”215 
Sex radical feminists such as Gayle Rubin and Lisa Duggan charged that Dworkin 
and her allies unjustly used the banner of “feminism” and spurious indictments of 
pornography – and just about everything else – as forms of institutionalized rape and 
violence against women to justify legal censorship.  These debates were indeed divisive, 
constituting what scholars and activists have labeled “the sex wars.”  For all of their 
disagreements, however, Rubin, Duggan, and Dworkin did concur on one point:  
discussions of rape and the threat or use of sexual violence were central to definitions of 
sexual freedom.
216
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The topic of rape, thus, appeared frequently in lesbian periodicals, just as it had 
throughout the 1970s.  In the April 1988 issue of The Newsletter, Liora M. urged all 
women to put aside their differences and support rape survivors.  She contended that rape 
survivors needed this show of united support among all women because they were 
usually blamed for the rape, rather than the rapists.  Timothy Beneke, author of a then 
recently published book Men on Rape, illustrates Liora‟s point.  Beneke charged that 
instances of rape would decline substantially, if, in his words, “women would change 
their behavior.”  Liora responded with bitter umbrage:  “What‟s the solution?  Should 
women stay at home to avoid rape?  The facts argue against such an approach:  marital 
rape and incest rape are no less common than stranger rape, and in any case the majority 
of rapes are perpetrated by men the women know at least by sight!”217 
Although Liora‟s article never mentioned AIDS, her comments on rape reflected a 
striking parallel to the discussions gay male writers made about the epidemic.  In both 
cases, dominant society tended to blame the victims rather than focus on the sources of 
the problem:  the act of rape or the presence of AIDS itself.  Because society and social 
institutions were stacked up against them, community building was deemed necessary for 
the benefit of the entire gay or female community, not just the victims.  “Clearly,” Liora 
wrote, “our task as women is to work together to change our woman-bating, woman-
hating society – not to play divisive power games (with raped women and girls as pawns) 
to the voyeuristic device of the men who make the rules, call the shots and decide on the 
„winner.‟”  Although the issues under discussion were clearly different, lesbian 
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discussions of rape bared a striking similarity to the themes gay male writers raised about 
AIDS.
218
 
Hence, because the AIDS crisis mimicked some of the core concerns that lesbians 
had long faced as women, lesbian writers found that in addressing the epidemic they 
could gain political power and challenge underlying sources of patriarchy and lesbian 
oppression more effectively.  According to Newsletter columnist Patience, lesbians were 
suited specially to help gay men fight AIDS.  Drawing from the statements of Nancy 
Thompson, a Lesbian and Gay Health Project spokeswoman, she noted: 
At times the issues surrounding AIDS can be “too close” to gay men, and they 
can‟t deal with them logically and rationally as lesbians can. … A lot of gay men 
are „worried and well petrified. … “They need reassurance, and a lot of the time 
the best person to give them that is a lesbian. … Women can teach men a lot 
about nurturing and caring for themselves. … These lessons are real important 
when people are sick.” 
 
When taken at face value, the statement suggests that Patience and Thompson were 
essentializing women as caretakers, thereby denying them a voice in public matters.   
Scholars such as sociologist Nancy E. Stoller have drawn this conclusion in explaining 
lesbian AIDS work during the 1980s.  By her account, lesbian activists joined gay men in 
the fight against AIDS in large part because their roles as friends and professional 
caretakers of gay male PWAs made them empathetic about the devastating tolls of the 
disease.  Stoller is right to claim that empathy provided a major reason for why lesbians 
turned to AIDS activism.  That assertion alone, however, overlooks how women have 
historically exploited popular conceptions of their sex as being specially suited to be 
caring and compassionate to gain a greater political voice.  In reading Patience and 
Thompson‟s statement as a performance to garner greater political recognition, rather 
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than solely as literal fact, their essentialist claims of lesbians as “nurturing” and “caring” 
suggest how writers manipulated the opportunities available to them to insert themselves 
into dialogues about AIDS and gay sexual ethics.
219
 
The AIDS crisis, thus, constituted a political opportunity for lesbians, even if 
writers like Patience never admitted as much.  In a political climate where lesbians found 
their voices silenced as both women and homosexuals, participation in discussions about 
AIDS provided them a rare avenue to be recognized as viable political actors and thus 
challenge the male-dominated assumptions of gay liberation and sex-positivism and make 
more room for the specific concerns of lesbians within those dialogues.  Specifically, 
lesbian writers sought to use their increased political presence as a means to educate gay 
men to think about sex in ways that were less oppressive to others, whether they were 
men or women. 
In exploiting opportunities for greater political recognition and eliciting more 
conversation with influential gay male figures, lesbian writers sought to transcend the 
token status that they and their writers were so commonly relegated to.  In New York 
Native, for example, lesbians appeared in the pages of the newspaper via “Lesbian 
Issues,” an irregularly published half-page column that addressed such issues as child 
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adoption, breast cancer, workplace discrimination, and lesbian exposure to AIDS.  None 
of these issues were discussed in the Native apart from the column. 
The marginalization of lesbian concerns was all the more troubling because it 
occurred under the false pretense of liberal inclusion, which entailed the belief that “the 
gay community” addressed the concerns of all its members when in fact it privileged the 
voices of affluent white gay men.  Lesbians, who often lacked the necessary funds to 
launch periodicals of their own, found few opportunities to put their own stamp on what 
“gay liberation” ought to entail and where lesbian sexual expression figured within that 
umbrella.  The AIDS crisis provided them that opportunity. 
That said, lesbian activists and writers did not appear to willingly exploit the 
AIDS epidemic and its devastating effects on gay male populations for political gain.  
Indeed, many lesbian writers expressed many of the same themes of anger, grief, and 
perseverance found in gay male periodicals at the time as they too witnessed loved ones 
suffer and die from AIDS.   Visibilities, the only major New York City lesbian periodical 
in the late 1980s, featured a commemoration of Charles Thomas Baier, an actor and 
theater producer who died from complications of AIDS on April 10, 1988.  Baier, the 
observance noted, was the co-founder and director of Northern Light Alternatives, an 
international support group for PWAs.  The tribute appeared on the back page of the 
August/ September 1988 issue of the magazine on special glossy paper stock.  It 
concluded with a statement of the magazine‟s resolve to continue in the work began by 
Baier:  “His passing from this planet has left an unimaginably huge void, which we 
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would now want us to fill with our own passionate commitment to continuing the work 
he began.”220 
Lesbians were also subject to infection, something generally ignored in the 
mainstream press.  In “Lesbian Safety and AIDS: The Very Last Fairy Tale,” Lee 
Chiaramonte described the various ways that lesbians could contract AIDS.  “One thing 
is clear,” she wrote, “until cellular scientists believe lesbians even exist, our existence, 
simply put, is a risk.”  According to Chiaramonte, although mainstream publications 
represented lesbians very differently from gay men in relation to AIDS, both suffered due 
to stigma and misinformation perpetrated by those popular depictions.
221
 
To some extent, lesbians and heterosexual women faced even greater obstacles 
than gay men in confronting the AIDS epidemic.  Denise Ribble from the Community 
Health Project Bellevue Satellite Clinic AIDS Assessment Clinic discussed these extra 
burdens in a piece published in Body Positive, a New York City-based monthly advocacy 
and resource magazine for seropositive people.  “Women who are HIV-infected have 
special concerns in addition to more universal issues like fear or death or stigmatization,” 
she stated.  “These included: economic security, child care; their role of caregivers if their 
partners and/or children also are infected, and pregnancy.”  Few studies addressed these 
specific concerns, however.  Moreover, she noted, there were “no studies on the role of 
female hormones, other infectious agents, genetics, psychological state, chemical 
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dependency, etc.” which could be useful in explaining why “women with AIDS … die[d] 
faster than men with the disease.”222 
In the final analysis, lesbian writers‟ discussions of the AIDS epidemic was a mix 
of concern about its tolls on gay men, many of whom they had close friendships with, and 
its specific effects on lesbian and female populations, on the one hand, and strategic 
effort to change the terms of gay liberation to make it more lesbian-friendly, on the other 
hand.  These writers succeeded in the latter pursuit to some degree.  North Carolina gay 
male writers commonly reminded readers to listen carefully to lesbian feminist critiques 
of gay male culture, even if they disagreed with what they had to say.  In a Front Page 
article entitled, “Listen Up, Gays!” publisher Jim Baxter explained his reason for 
including lengthy discussion of Andrea Dworkin‟s visit to North Carolina in a newspaper 
mainly directed mainly at gay male readers.  His response:  “We have got to respect each 
other‟s past [and] listen to one another.  Not necessarily agree, but listen.  And try to 
understand.”223 
Whether it was the realities of the AIDS epidemic, more conversations with 
lesbians, or some combination of the two, some gay male writers, such as Matthew 
Veloria, noted that his understanding of the place of intimacy in his life changed over the 
course of the 1980s.  In an August 1987 article written for the New York Native, Veloria 
emphasized the importance of physical and emotional touch.  “There is a need to touch 
and be touched, to ease conditional loneliness,” he wrote.  “It reaffirms our humanness 
and humanity, linking into our self-defined spirituality.”  Just as romance could not 
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provide a substitute for sex, Veloria insisted that sex could not take the place of touch.  
“Only through emotional and physical touch, through communication, can we better 
understand our personal needs and reduce our personal needs and loneliness and 
alienation.”224 
 Although Veloria‟s comments were certainly not representative of how all gay 
men defined sex in the age of AIDS, they demonstrate that one view of sex-positivism 
did not reign supreme, even within the Native which generally extolled the virtues of 
unfettered sexual activity.  The same holds true for lesbians, as evident in the sex war 
debates between the likes of Andrea Dworkin, Lisa Duggan, Gayle Rubin, and others.  
All of this goes to show that discussions of sexual ethics in the age of AIDS were diverse.  
Even under the heading of “sex-positivism,” writers commonly disagreed with one 
another over what that principle ought to entail in practice.  Despite these disagreements, 
they all believed that sexual expression was an issue of grave importance to their readers, 
both as a health matter and as a spiritual and psychological issue. 
 
Conclusion 
In offering their own brand of sexual ethics, most lesbian writers did not reject the 
merits of regular sexual activity.  They, like their male counterparts, whether from New 
York City or North Carolina, frequently advanced sex-positive arguments as ways to 
fight AIDS and to reestablish commitments to foundational gay liberationist principles, 
with added feminist emphasis.  By promoting sexual activity in support of the broader 
aim of self determination, these writers encouraged readers to reflect critically on what it 
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meant be a living human being and the value of life in the absence of freedom.  In so 
doing, they urged readers to challenge dominant assumptions about what it meant to be 
“gay” or “lesbian” in the age of AIDS.  Lesbian and gay male writers from various 
geographical regions concurred in this respect.   They agreed that sexual expression was 
imbued with deeper spiritual and psychic meanings that shaped how everyday life 
decisions were made.  They also agreed that issues of sex and erotic desire warranted 
frank, critical discussion because they literally had become matters of life or death.  Their 
disagreement thus was not on principle; rather, it usually turned on the place of that 
principle in relation to other aspects that facilitated oppression, whether that occurred 
outside the so-called “gay community” or within it. 
The question of which concerns and whose voices should define discussions of 
AIDS and sexual ethics carried profound implications as dominant cultural 
understandings and the medical challenges regarding AIDS and HIV began to change.  
Mass panic over the susceptibility of “the general population” (white middle class 
heterosexuals) to AIDS receded in the early 1990s as the epidemic became understood as 
a routine part of American life.  As AIDS increasingly became normalized, images of 
PWAs shifted from grotesque and diseased victims to romanticized figures that 
personified the perseverance of the human spirit.  Tom Hank‟s performance of the gay 
PWA Andrew Beckett in the 1993 film Philadelphia epitomized this new popular 
understanding.  Meanwhile, the ubiquitous presence of red ribbons, T-shirts, buttons, 
books, and various other items designed to demonstrate one‟s support in the fight against 
AIDS highlighted the democratization of AIDS activism at best and revealed its 
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debasement as kitsch at worst.  However interpreted, these developments indicated that 
the stigma surrounding AIDS and homosexuality had begun to lift in the early 1990s.
225
 
 Simultaneously, understandings of AIDS began to shift from a disease you die 
from to a disease you live with.  The Food and Drug Administration‟s approval of 
azidothymidine, better known as AZT, in 1987 began this transformation as PWAs taking 
the drug could anticipate living longer lives, provided they could endure its possible side 
effects, which included anemia, greatly reduced white blood cell counts, liver disease, 
heart deterioration, and muscular atrophy.  Newer drugs created in the early 1990s proved 
less toxic than AZT and more reliable in halting the replication of HIV.  The big 
breakthrough came in December 1995, when the FDA approved Saquinavir, the first of a 
series of HIV and AIDS drugs known as protease inhibitors.  With the public introduction 
of these drugs, and subsequent drugs which have improved on the effectiveness to halt 
the replication of viral load in the body, PWAs could anticipate living full, healthy lives 
if they continued to take the medication regularly.
226
 
As discussions of AIDS as “a gay disease” and “a death sentence” subsided, 
infected affluent white gay men found themselves once again able to draw from their 
racial and class privilege to stay healthy.  Poor racial minorities who often lacked the 
necessary health insurance or money to purchase HIV and AIDS medication regularlyhad 
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no such benefit.  Moreover, HIV and AIDS prevention information and resources tended 
not to reach their communities.  Accordingly, race and ethnicity began to supplant 
sexuality as the leading demographic indicator of likelihood of infection.
227
  The shifting 
political terrain and demographics of the American AIDS epidemic in the last decade of 
the twentieth-century sheds light on why black lesbian and gay writers struggled in their 
efforts to reconcile their sexual identities with their blackness, as the next chapter reveals.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
Black Gay Liberation and the Ethics of Difference in Early 1990s America 
  
 
In a June 1990 feature article for the Los Angeles-based magazine BLK, 
columnist L. Lloyd Jordan insisted that his audience of black gay readers make a choice:  
either they identified as “black gay” or “gay black?”  Black gays, by Jordan‟s account, 
consisted of black men sexually attracted to other black men who defined themselves 
primarily by their race.  These men interpreted their homosexuality as a white-dominated 
construct.  They were either closeted, sleeping with other men but disavowing their 
homosexuality, or they identified openly as gay but slept only with other black men as a 
way to remain loyal to their racial identity.  Gay blacks, in contrast, were black men who 
placed their sexuality ahead of race as a marker of their identity.  Socially, at least, they 
were out of the closet, and they tended to mingle with whites and other gay blacks.  
Because of these associations, Jordan stated, “[g]ay blacks more readily internalize Anglo 
behavior.”  Questions of identification, he insisted, shaped black gay leadership and 
terms of inclusion and exclusion within the community.  Most of all, they molded a black 
gay person‟s sense of self, where her or his loyalties lay.  By these measures, debates 
over self-identification were not a quibbling over semantics.  They were the foundation of 
politics.  They were the essential tools in gaining a public voice.  One was either 
  
  
223 
 
primarily black or primarily gay.  Politically speaking, black gays did not have the luxury 
to have it both ways.
228
 
In the early 1990s, many black lesbian and gay writers shared Jordan‟s concern 
that being black and gay in American society created conflicting allegiances.  Like 
Jordan, they worried that embracing gayness might compromise loyalties to one‟s 
blackness and the black community, and not the other way around. 
This chapter explores why many black lesbian and gay writers in early 1990s 
America, like Jordan, routinely framed notions of liberation as either/or questions of 
whether black gays should primarily identify as black or gay, and why in almost all 
instances they asserted the importance of race over sexuality as the defining marker of 
black gay identities.  In addressing these questions, the chapter highlights a theme that 
has been well-documented in black queer theory but generally overlooked in lesbian and 
gay historical scholarship:  the multiple, oftentimes conflicting notions of human 
oppression and liberation in specific forms of cultural difference.
229
  In previous chapters, 
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tensions over identification played out primarily between white lesbian and white gay 
male writers.  In the 1970s and 1980s many white gay male writers touted the virtues of 
unrestricted sexual freedom, whereas white lesbian writers noted that sex could never be 
free in the absence of consent, a matter they highlighted as women, and not explicitly as 
homosexuals.  In criticizing white gay male leaders for overlooking concerns specific to 
lesbians, lesbian writers showed how the unqualified usage of the gay community as a 
concept erased the voices and concerns of the very people whom it claimed to address. 
Many black lesbian and gay writers in the early 1990s expressed similar concerns 
as the mostly white lesbian writers had in challenging the presumed inclusiveness of the 
gay community.  Yet, they did so with a new emphasis:  one rooted in the empirical, 
everyday realities of being black in American society.  Black lesbian and gay writers 
repeatedly observed how racism was different from, and typically more alienating and 
more oppressive, than heterosexism.  For one, racism prevented gay people of color from 
reaching positions of power, making them and their concerns invisible to wider publics, 
just as sexism did for lesbians.  Second, racism connoted a class problem in a way that 
heterosexism and homophobia did not.  The Bureau of the Census indicated that in 1989 
more than three out of every ten black people (30.7 percent) nationwide lived below the 
poverty line.  The Bureau indicated that just over one out of every eight people (13.1 
percent) living in the United States at the same time fell below the poverty line.  For 
blacks who fell above the line, an additional one out of every five (20 percent) lacked 
health insurance, a statistic of enormous consequence for black gays who were infected 
by AIDS at a rate much greater than white gays.  Homosexuals, regardless of race or 
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gender, suffered from job discrimination in the early 1990s.  In the popular imagination, 
however, they were typically regarded as affluent, and almost always as monolithically 
white.  The widely held presumption that gay people were upwardly mobile and white 
facilitated the marginalization of the specific concerns of people of color within the gay 
community as it affirmed the already well-established belief that class and racial 
oppression were of no consequence in the fight for gay liberation.
230
 
The black community was not necessarily more accepting of black gays than the 
gay community.  Black-based institutions routinely used homophobic practices to 
exclude black gays just as gay-based institutions typically ignored racial differences and 
failed to provide services such as HIV screening or counseling in African-American 
dominated neighborhoods.  For many black lesbians and gay men, however, bonds to the 
black community were stronger because race posed a greater impact on their everyday 
lives than sexuality did, a social reality that many white gay people were unwilling or 
perhaps unable to comprehend.
231
 
In raising the questions of “who am I” and “who are we,” and in privileging race 
over sexuality when posing those questions, black lesbian and gay writers did more than 
define their allegiance to a particular social group; they also defined their values and how 
they approached questions of human oppression and liberation through a lens of 
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intersecting identities.  More than a matter of racial pride, writers hoped that their 
recognition of blackness would supply readers with the greatest opportunity to control the 
terms of their own futures.  Ultimately, they wanted readers to rejects the feelings of 
abjection and shame propagated in mainstream culture.  White gay writers offered 
readers similar messages, but, as the sentiments of black lesbian and gay writers 
suggested, their professed vision of an inclusive gay community advocating for the 
liberation for all of its members fell short in practice. 
 
Going Mainstream: The Rise of the Gay Market and the New Erasure of Blackness 
Emphasizing blackness over gayness was not a new tactic in the 1990s.   Since the 
rise of gay liberation in the wake of the Stonewell riots, lesbian and gay writers of color 
regularly had explained that they were relegated to the fringes of the gay community and 
evoked alternative ideas.  In 1970, the underground newspaper the Berkeley Tribe 
published a list of twelve demands under the title “Third World Gay Revolution: What 
We Want.”  The anonymously authored manifesto was sweeping in its demands, as were 
many writings on gay liberation at the time.  It called for everything from the enactment 
of a socialist state to an abolition of the nuclear family to an end to all organized 
religions.  What made this particular document unique, however, was its insistence on a 
belief in the importance of advocating for an undetermined, “not yet conscious” future 
premised on the celebration of multiple forms of difference that coincided within a larger 
collective.
232
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Many black lesbian and gay writers maintained this utopian vision of belonging-
in-difference later that decade, but they expressed apprehension about the place of lesbian 
and gay people of color within the broader gay community.   This coinciding feeling of 
inclusion and apprehension was prominent in two of the earliest black gay periodicals:  
Blacklight and Moja: Gay + Black.  These publications, which both began circulation in 
late 1979 following the meeting of the Third World Lesbian and Gay Coalition in 
Washington D.C. of June of that year, provided detailed accounts of racism in the gay 
community as well as homophobia in communities of color and sexism in society at 
large, while underscoring the uniqueness and beauty of being black and gay in American 
society.
233
 
In the 1980s, numerous short-lived black gay periodicals began circulation in 
various parts of the country, including the San Francisco based Black and White Men 
Together Quarterly (1980) and the Washington D.C. based Diplomat (1981) and 
Black/Out: The Magazine of the National Coalition of Black Lesbians and Gays (1986).  
Periodicals directed at black lesbian readers were rare, a trend that would continue into 
the 1990s.  Most that were published tended to be hand-stapled newsletters distributed by 
black lesbian feminist collectives.  Onyx, one of the first known black lesbian newsletters, 
began as a bimonthly publication in 1982 by a Berkeley based activist group to promote 
social support for anti-racist activities.  In the following year, the New York based 
lesbian of color activist group Azalea produced a newsletter by the same name, while the 
Committee for the Visibility of the Other Black Women: The Black Lesbian published a 
quarterly entitled The Other Black Woman.  Each of these publications raised similar 
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concerns of racism, homophobia, and sexism discussed in Blacklight and Moja, while 
they emphasized the contributions of lesbian and gay people of color to elicit a sense of 
community pride and belonging.
234
 
Black lesbian and gay periodicals in the early 1990s echoed many of the messages 
raised by their predecessors, with more publications present to disseminate those 
messages.  Mark Haile in the August 1991 issue of BLK identified twenty-one circulating 
periodicals published by and primarily for African-American lesbians and gay men, while 
there were only four such publications circulating just three years prior.   Increased 
circulation and improved publishing quality accompanied this jump in the number of 
black lesbian and gay periodicals in circulation.  BLK, for example, reported a circulation 
of over 37,000 in August 1991 with copies available throughout the United States and in 
some parts of Europe.  The monthly magazine, which began in December 1988 as a free 
publication, started to charge readers $1.95 in its September 1991 issue as it switched 
from newspaper to a high quality paper stock with a glossy front and back cover.
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Another major difference was the political climate that informed the reporting.  
Before the 1990s, the gay community resided outside of mainstream society, a 
phenomenon attributable largely both to homophobia and the presumed lack of viability 
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as a commercial market.  The problem, as one advertising journalist wrote in 1972, was 
that leaders of the gay movement appeared “less concerned with advertising and more 
concerned with winning legal sanctions and raising the consciousness of the media.”  She 
added:  “Perhaps at some later date they will turn their attention to advertising; perhaps 
advertising will turn its attention to them first.”  These comments suggest that advertisers 
wanted to mobilize lesbians and especially gay men as a potential consumer bloc.  There 
was money to be made, they believed:  an assumption generated by the widely held 
stereotype that the gay market was comprised of fashionable, young, educated, affluent 
men with disposable income.  At the same time, advertisers feared the possible loss of 
revenue from heterosexual consumers for aligning their brands with homosexuals.
236
 
The SOC campaign of 1977 (discussed in chapter three) marked a watershed in 
the relationship between national advertisers and lesbians and gay male consumers.  That 
event, noted journalist Karyn Stabiner, “drove many homosexuals out into the open, into 
the business community‟s line of sight.”  Many national name-brand advertisers remained 
apprehensive, but record companies began to place ads for disco records in gay 
publications such as Advocate.  By decade‟s end and into the early 1980s, other 
corporations followed suit and placed ads for beer and liquor, entertainment, audio 
equipment, financial services, clothing, and rental cars in the Advocate.  This nascent 
advertising boom, however, did not last.  Concerns about the extent of the AIDS crisis 
and its association with gay men fostered what Katherine Sender calls “the deep freeze” 
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in gay-themed, gay-oriented advertising: from 1984 to 1989 many national advertisers 
rapidly withdrew their ads from gay publications.
237
 
The deep freeze caused a significant drop in revenue for major gay publications 
such as the Advocate, prompting them to return to old-style advertising practices.  With 
major national advertisers no longer available, publishers filled the pages of their 
periodicals with classified and phone sex ads.  These ads, though less profitable, freed 
these publications from having to capitulate to the interests of major national advertisers, 
which typically sought to project themselves as politically neutral and as sexually 
inoffensive to popular sensibilities. Lesbian and gay writers in the 1980s, therefore, had 
license to address such issues as AIDS with open contempt to conventional ideas of 
sexual morality.
238
 
The deep freeze broke in the early 1990s for several reasons.  First, as media 
studies scholar Marita Sturken observes, mass panic over the susceptibility of “the 
general population” (white middle class heterosexuals) to AIDS receded as many 
Americans came to understand the epidemic more as a medical health issue akin to 
cancer or diabetes than as a ravishing plague.  Second, marketers were actively seeking 
new groups of consumers to offset the revenue lost from the recession.  Lesbians and gay 
men offered a potentially profitable and already mobilized group of untapped consumers.  
Skewed advertising research magnified the presumption that lesbians and gay men could 
constitute a profitable bloc of consumers.  Two marketing research councils reported in 
                                                 
237
 Karen Stabiner, “Tapping the Homosexual Market,” New York Times Magazine (May 2, 1982), 76; 
Sender, Business, Not Politics, 32.  Absolut Vodka was an exception among these national corporations.  
Katherine Sender argues that the company‟s loyalty to gay consumers has helped make it the top selling 
liquor in gay bars ever since. 
238
 Katherine Sender, “Sex Sells: Sex, Class, and Taste in Commercial Gay and Lesbian Media,” GLQ: A 
Journal of Gay and Lesbian Studies 9:3 (2003): 331-365.  
  
  
231 
 
July 1990 that gays had an average household income of $55,430 compared to a national 
average of $32,144.  And, advertisers had little work in organizing these potential 
consumers into a bloc.  According to New York Times advertising columnist Stuart Elliot, 
lesbians and gay men were already mobilized due to their responses to the AIDS 
epidemic which fostered solidarity out of political necessity.
239
 
The opening of the gay market directly affected the lesbian and gay press and its 
coverage.  While small magazines and newspapers continued to circulate, new glossy 
lifestyle magazines financed largely by advertising revenue from national corporations 
overshadowed their prominence.  From 1991 to 1994, some of the biggest of these new 
magazines included Alternative Family, Deneuve, Genre, Girlfriends, Out, POZ, and Ten 
Percent, each of which targeted a specific middle class, generally white readership bases.  
These magazines‟ superior print quality and widespread availability made it difficult for 
smaller, more politically ambitious publications to compete and remain financially 
solvent.  The mid-1990s, consequently, saw numerous long-running periodicals fold.  
Two notable casualties included Christopher Street and the Native, which closed 
operations in 1994 and 1996, respectively.  Visibilities faced similar difficulties and 
folded in 1990, leaving New York City without any locally-produced lesbian periodicals 
which were circulated at least once per month.  Gay Community News moved from a 
                                                 
239
 Marita Sturken, Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemic, and the Politics of 
Remembering (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997), 163-75.  Two key 
moments facilitated this transition: the Congressional passage of the Ryan White Comprehensive AIDS 
Resources Emergency Act, national legislation established to improve availability of care for low-income, 
uninsured, and under-insured PWAs and their families, in 1990 and basketball star Earvin “Magic” 
Johnson‟s announcement that he was HIV-positive due to unprotected heterosexual sex the following year.  
Findings of the two indicated marketing research firms, Simmons and Overlooked Opinions, are from 
Stuart Elliot, “Advertisers Bypass Gay Market, USA Today, July 17, 1990.  Comments from Stuart Elliot 
about the mobilizing effects of AIDS are from a November 18, 1998 interview by Katherine Sender in 
Sender, Business, Not Politics, 39. 
  
  
232 
 
weekly to quarterly distribution cycle in 1994 before folding in 1999.  RFD remained in 
business but renounced its radical, anti-metronormative disposition to become what Scott 
Herring called a “metro-oriented, racially normative gay male cosmopolitan” magazine in 
the late 1990s.  Collectively, the new, slicker generation of gay periodicals spoke in a 
language that forestalled liberationist discourse.  In so doing, they alienated black gay 
concerns in unprecedented ways.
240
 
Out was the most successful commercially among the new periodicals in print.  
The New York-based glossy which modeled its layout after Vanity Fair ran 104 pages 
when it debuted in June 1992, with twenty of those pages featuring full page ads.  Of 
those twenty pages, eighteen were from national advertisers including Benetton, Absolut 
Vodka, Opal Nera Liqueur, and Geffen Records.  Out reported $52,000 of advertising 
revenue for the opening issue.  By December 1993, that figure increased more than 
fivefold to $271,000.  The magazine‟s commercial success enabled it to increase in size 
to 166 pages and shift from a quarterly to a bimonthly to a ten issue per year publishing 
cycle after two years in circulation.   By mid-1994, Out eclipsed the 100,000 mark in 
copies sold, passing the Advocate as the most circulated periodical in the history of the 
lesbian and gay press.
241
 
Although Out claimed to speak for the entire lesbian and gay community, the 
magazine‟s images and preferred subject matter suggested a certain white middle class 
gay male readership in mind.  For one, many of the faces and bodies featured consisted of 
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attractive young white men, just as the Advocate had done in the early 1970s.  Further, 
Out‟s layout and editorial content suggested a penchant for attracting affluent, educated 
readers with a longing to be trendy.  Regular fashion spreads showcased wardrobes 
costing at least two hundred dollars each, featured articles on lavish vacation getaways, 
and namedropped posh designer labels even when the item in question had nothing to do 
with fashion.  The magazine‟s celebration of conspicuous consumption and its 
association with being gay imparted a rarefied vision of gay liberation:  a vision that 
defined gayness as a lifestyle divorced from ethical import; something that one achieved 
through what she or he possessed or purchased rather than through what s/he thought or 
believed.
242
 
News features and commentaries suggested a diminution of political imagination 
and with it a retreat from an analysis of class and racial oppression.  From 1992 to 1995, 
writers for Out discussed four major news items: gays in the military, gay marriage, 
mainstream media coverage of lesbians and gay men, and AIDS.  Coverage of the first 
two topics stressed the importance of fighting for these issues as matters of equal rights.  
Never did the reporting mention possible political alternatives to gays in the military and 
gay marriage as vehicles to improve the conditions of lesbians and gay men in American 
society.  Writers of these pieces assumed that readers would be necessarily supportive.  
Stories about mainstream media coverage highlighted the virtues of positive portrayals of 
gay people in movies and television and applauded attractive celebrities such as Keanu 
Reeves who identified as heterosexual yet claimed their support for gay rights issues and 
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noted that they felt flattered when someone from the same sex flirted with them.  Earlier 
lesbian and gay periodicals discussed coverage of gays in mainstream media regularly, 
but much of that reporting focused more on educating readers on how to best respond to 
such representations rather than on winning over mainstream support.  AIDS coverage in 
Out, like much of the gay periodical coverage from the 1980s, informed readers about the 
latest scientific findings.  Yet, as I will discuss later in this chapter, the dynamics of the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic were changing.  Because of the introduction of more effective 
medication, people with HIV (PWH) could expect to live long, healthy lives with 
undetectable levels of the virus in their bloodstream provided they had access to that new 
medication.  Proper care, thus, depended largely on having adequate health coverage or 
the necessary money to afford effective medication – an issue rooted in class oppression 
that Out ignored.
243
 
The magazine‟s negligence of the issue of access to HIV medication should not 
be surprising given that the magazine targeted educated, affluent readers and that its 
political vision generally focused narrowly on achieving legal reform for lesbians and gay 
men rather than on addressing foundational structural inequalities.  Out’s chosen 
demographic of potential readers was nothing new in lesbian and gay periodicals, but its 
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homosexual-centered political vision marked a departure from many of its predecessors.  
Out, like many of its fellow glossy magazines, advocated for legal advancements in gay 
rights by projecting images of lesbians and gay men as private citizens with no 
aspirations to challenge the existing social order.  And why should they want to challenge 
that order when Out’s targeted reader possessed every class, gender, and racial privilege? 
Out’s coverage and political vision encapsulated the direction the broader lesbian 
and gay movement was heading in the first half of the 1990s.  Movement leaders 
regularly presented the gay community as diverse and inclusive – as represented by the 
adding of the increasingly wide use of “B” for bisexual and “T” for transgender for the 
acronym “LGBT” and by showing more people of color when representing images of the 
“community.”  Yet, they increasingly presented a politics that was more limited in both 
scope and ambition as they retreated from challenging dominant social conventions while 
embracing the same ideas of normalcy and respectability that many earlier activists and 
writers condemned.  It was a politics that clung to a fixed, narrow conception of gayness 
which further alienated those who were not affluent and white.  Thus, although more 
black lesbian and gay periodicals were circulating and more gay organizations targeting 
people of color were forming in unprecedented quantities, black lesbian and gay people 
found themselves and their concerns perhaps more marginalized than ever in the early 
1990s.
244
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Because of the continued invisibility of people of color in gay political discourse 
and the demise of a language that allowed for inclusion of their concerns within the larger 
dominant gay movement, many black lesbian and gay writers saw no reason to encourage 
their readers to join that movement.  To assume membership, they argued, entailed 
acquiescence to oppression and quite possibly a betrayal of one‟s blackness, which 
continued to be at the heart of who they were, whether gay, straight, or otherwise.   
 
Gay Racism, Black Homophobia 
 Black lesbians and gay men faced oppression from two directions:  racism from 
the gay community and homophobia from the black community.  Black lesbian and gay 
periodicals repeated this sentiment, noting how the confluence of “gay racism” and 
“black homophobia” facilitated feelings of isolation, alienation, and shame.  At the same 
time, writers for these publications regularly insisted that the two forms of discrimination 
were unequal to one another.  They argued that in 1990s America, racism was more 
pervasive and alienating for lesbian and gay people of color than homophobia. 
 That is not to say that these writers condoned or ignored incidents of black 
homophobia.  BLK featured a front page story in its September 1992 issue that criticized 
the Voice, Britain‟s largest black newspaper, for homophobic coverage following the 
announcement from famed black soccer player Justin Fashanu that he was gay.  Blaine 
Teamer wrote about the difficulties as a black man being out to one‟s family members in 
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a poem published in Kuumba, a journal of black lesbian and gay poetry published by the 
makers of BLK.  “Being a GBM [gay black man],” he wrote,  “Your brothers insist that 
you are not related!  Father says, „It‟s not true.‟  Mother says she failed you.  Whose fault 
you are is silently debated.”245 
In an article entitled “Reality Check” for the California bay area based black 
lesbian journal Ache, Reatha Fowler asked, “Does the African American community hold 
the key to my closet?”  “I cannot get past [the] description of African American men as 
sexist and homophobic with a desire to oppress me,” she noted, in response to her 
question.  “It saddens and angers me to realize that people are disgusted, threatened, and 
frightened by who I am.”   Fowler went on to criticize black male entertainers, namely 
comedians and rap artists, for denigrating black women and black gays in effort to attract 
audiences.  She found the African American church especially problematic as it 
encouraged the “denial ... [of] positive images of gay men and lesbians.”  She continued:  
“Gay men and lesbians are all up and down the aisles, in the pulpit, in the church.  They 
see us, but they feel as some of our parents do, that if you don‟t talk about it, it will go 
away.”  Fowler concluded that the black community, much like the rest of society, sought 
to prevent her and other black gay people from obtaining a public identity that they could 
feel proud about.  As she put it, “It‟s OK that I‟m a lesbian if I‟m not too open about 
it.”246 
Despite these acknowledgments, writers for black lesbian and gay periodicals 
generally emphasized racism more than heterosexism and homophobia.  For Chuck 
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Butler, who wrote a guest editorial for the New York City based BG, the historical legacy 
of racism defined its contemporary omnipresence.  “Racism, not Christianity,” he wrote, 
“is just as American as Wonder Bread and mom‟s apple pie, whether it occurs raw on our 
ghetto streets or in the sophisticated and sleek board room.”  Because of this legacy and 
its impact in shaping one‟s life choices, being “colored, Negro, or black, for most 
African-Americans,” wrote Rodney Christopher for BLK, “[is] the most important factor 
in the shaping of our identity as human beings.”  He continued: “The overall significance 
of race, then, has made it virtually impossible for the large part of the community of 
black gay men and lesbians to consider their sexuality as integral to their identity 
especially on a political – that is, public – level.”247 
Although Christopher‟s article explored the balancing of race and sexuality in 
discussing the social activism of such historical figures as James Baldwin and Bayard 
Rustin, his comments echoed the sentiments of many black gay writers discussing the 
relationship between homosexuality and blackness in early 1990s America.  “What does 
being „gay‟ mean to us Black people?” asked Devre Jackson, publisher and editor-in-
chief of the Los Angeles-based Alternatives: The Lifestyle & Entertainment Magazine 
Celebrating the Diverse Black Community in the context of gay pride month.  His reply: 
“[S]o far, not very much!”  Jackson continued, criticizing white gay leaders for exploiting 
people of color solely for their political capital when, in actuality, they harbored no 
concern for the liberation of anyone but themselves.  He charged that these leaders‟ 
negligence to the actual needs and concerns of gay people of color was most callously 
evident in their efforts to beseech blacks and other racial minorities to participate in pride 
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parades and marches as a way to project an inclusive image of the gay community only to 
demand that they not complain about racism.  Jackson maintained that regardless of how 
racially and ethnically diverse the gay movement appeared, it would remain, in his words, 
“basically white,” as long as intersectional issues of race and racism remained trivialized.  
Fearing that this predicament would not change, he concluded that gay people of color 
had nothing to gain in helping “perpetuate the „gay‟ rights agenda.”248 
Jackson‟s feelings of alienation from the white-dominated gay community 
influenced how he ran his magazine as publisher and editor.  From fall 1991 to 1994, he 
and then co-publisher Stanley Bennett Clay entitled their magazine Alternative, without 
the use of an “s” or a subtitle, suggesting his desire to court a specific demographic:  
black gay readers.  Indeed, Jackson and Clay defined Alternative as a magazine targeting 
black gay readers and their “diverse desires, actions, and thoughts, [and] oneness of 
differences.”  When Alternatives (with an “s” at the end) began publication, Jackson 
insisted that his publication was not primarily gay-oriented: 
I get a lot of comments about our magazine such as: “Is it a „gay‟ magazine; it 
doesn‟t look like one?”  Well for me, it isn‟t.  For years Black same-gender-
loving people have used the only vehicle we thought was available, because it was 
the loudest and most organized.  Nevertheless, the „gay‟ movement‟ is basically a 
white thing.  Sure there are those in the movement who are sensitized about 
racism, but it‟s not their first priority like it is ours. … Why should we lose 
ourselves in a movement whose only agenda is to eradicate homophobia?  Will 
that help you in “coming out” to your folks?  I feel that the needed 
communication surrounding sexuality in our community is so specialized that 
only we can do the work.  
 
In addressing a presumed black gay audience when asking, “Why should we lose 
ourselves in a movement whose only agenda is to eradicate homophobia,” Jackson 
seemed to insinuate that the fight for black liberation should supersede gay liberation.  
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Yet, his emphasis was not absolute, as evident in the subsequent question, “Will that help 
you in „coming out‟ to your folks.”  Being candid and proud about one‟s sexuality thus 
mattered to Jackson.  He maintained, at the same time, that black lesbians and gay men 
could not rely on the white-dominated gay movement to address their concerns.  By his 
account, most movement participants, regardless of their dedication to advocating for 
social justice for all, could not understand the particular experiences, worldviews, and 
longings for freedom among lesbians and gay men.
249
 
Conceivably, Jackson‟s explanation for not identifying his publication as “gay” 
could have been a marketing strategy to attract more heterosexual readers.  Indeed, 
Jackson frequently extolled the value of making money as a vital means for community 
empowerment, noting in one issue that “Recycling Black Dollars is our motto.”  To 
interpret these sentiments as a marketing strategy alone, however, would discount the 
extent to which other black lesbian and gay writers and activists echoed Jackson‟s 
sentiments.
250
 
M. Corinne Mackey for BLK offered a similar critique of “the predominantly 
white gay and lesbian movement” for assuming that lesbian and gay people of color 
would advocate for its causes while dismissing concerns that fell outside those 
parameters.  White gay and lesbian leaders, Mackey wrote, “have somehow taken it upon 
themselves to decide how blacks should behave as gays and as lesbians.  Unacceptable is 
any harping of racism or any Afrocentric emphasis.  On the other hand it is perfectly 
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acceptable to embrace the „We Are Family‟ idea,” Mackey continued, “suggesting that 
we are bound together on the basis of our sexuality and that any ethnic or color 
differences are irrelevant in the face of the bonding.”  Mackey concluded by insisting that 
readers affirm their blackness when fighting for “lesbian and gay issues.”  “Our identity 
[as African-Americans],” he proclaimed, “demands that we fight for the rights of 
African-Americans and our willingness to stand up and fight for who we are is essential 
if we are ever to be free in our homosexuality, in our race, or in any other aspect of our 
lives.”251 
Much of the reason why Jackson and Mackey expressed doubt that gay leaders 
would acknowledge oppressions other than homosexuality anytime soon was attributable 
to the widely-held assumption that a gay rights agenda in itself was synonymous with the 
struggle for basic human rights.  A statement from the California-based organization 
Q*POC (Queer People of Color) printed in the June/July 1994 issue of COLORLife!, 
explained this fallacy as not simply mistaken but “disingenuous.”  By focusing on gay 
rights alone as the basis for achieving liberation, Q*POC contended, leaders unjustly 
expected people of color and women “to disregard the sexist, racist, and classist 
environment in which we live, work, and play for „the greater good of the community.‟” 
Q*POC, like Jackson, Mackey, and the lesbian feminist-identified writers from the 
previous three chapters, insisted that liberation required a critical awareness and a 
commitment to combating multiple forms of oppression.
252
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Black lesbian and gay critiques of white gay male hegemony were not new, as the 
previous section revealed.  In the early 1990s, however, these critiques assumed new 
forms.  BLK columnist James Stokes summarized the sentiments of many lesbian and gay 
writers.  As “the gay and lesbian movement” became, in his words, “more conservative 
and more bigoted than ever in … history,” the voices and concerns of black lesbians and 
gay men became more marginal than ever in the early 1990s, despite the unprecedented 
number of  even black lesbian and gay organizations and publications.
253
 
Stokes had reasonable grounds to make this claim.  The gay movement was a 
conglomerate of diverse, often competing voices.  Generally speaking, however, it 
witnessed a mainstreaming of gay culture and the opening up of gay markets based on 
flawed assumptions about homosexuals as more affluent than heterosexuals.  Because 
gay culture was no longer relegated to the margins of society in the manner that it had 
been in the 1970s and 1980s, calls for the radical overthrow of dominant social norms 
among lesbian and gay activists and writers were eclipsed by prominent conservative 
figureheads and the voices of writers from new slick lifestyle magazines like Out.
254
 
The continued erasure of black voices and concerns coupled with the diminution 
of societal liberation as an object of the gay movement spurred black lesbian and gay 
writers to urge their readers to draw attention to instances of racism in gay culture.  
Charlene Cothran, in the first of a three part series entitled “Racism Under the Rainbow” 
for the Atlanta-based monthly magazine Venus, borrowed the words of poet Langston 
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Hughes to describe the impact of racism against black lesbians and gays as “a dream 
deferred … [that] has definitely festered and is running like a sore.”  That sore, she 
added, “can‟t heal … because we‟ve chosen for so long to be silent about racism in the 
gay culture. … Silence, however, breeds internalized racism and self-hatred.”  Cothran‟s 
comments drew from the rhetoric of gay shame that had been common in lesbian and gay 
publications since the days of the Homophile Movement in the 1950s and turned that 
narrative on its head by emphasizing racism instead of homophobia as the basis of shame 
and self-loathing.  Echoing other lesbian and gay writers, she emphasized that the root of 
the problem had more to do with the reluctance of the white gay community to deal with 
issues of race than it did with outright discrimination.  In part this was understandable, 
she admitted, echoing the sentiments of Johnson, for white gays “will never understand 
our walk.”255 
The inability, not just reluctance, for white gays to comprehend the specific plight 
of black lesbians and gay men fueled feelings of abjection.  Indeed, the presence and 
concerns of black gays were not simply unimportant but invisible in the black and gay 
communities which supposedly included them.  With this invisibility came disposability.  
Hope Stephanie Reed captured these sentiments in a poem called “Untitled” for Kuumba:   
“Don‟t walk those streets alone sister.  Don‟t you know there‟s all kinds of crazy folk out 
there.  And they just waitin for some poor ole soul like you to take a chance.  What they 
got to lose, you black, you a woman and you a dyke.  They don‟t care nothing about 
you.”256 
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For Reed and other writers, the situation was dire if you were black and gay, and 
worse if you were a woman.  In an article entitled “Black Gender Politics” reprinted in 
the July/August 1990 issue of Ache, Craig G. Harris quoted famed black lesbian writer 
Audre Lorde from her 1988 book A Burst of Light to describe the sense of fear that 
defined black lesbian subjectivity in American society.  “The terror of Black Lesbians,” 
she wrote, “is buried in that deep inner place where we have been taught to fear all 
difference – to kill or ignore it ... [T]he one accusation that seems to render the most 
vocal straight Black woman totally silent and ineffective is that she might be a Black 
Lesbian.”257 
The objective for black lesbian and gay writers was to change the conditions in 
which readers came to define their identities; to view their multiple forms of difference as 
sources of empowerment, rather than as something to hide.    It was in this context that 
the idea of community assumed heightened meaning:  more than a place for comfort, it 
was a site that provided psychic and physical survival as well as a sense of political 
agency elsewhere unavailable. 
 
Taking Care of Ourselves 
 Black lesbian and gay writers‟ use of the concept of community in the 1990s 
shared many of the characteristics of their 1970s and 1980s white counterparts.  Both 
groups defined community as a malleable concept based on an ethic of mutual care and 
responsibility rooted in shared difference, rather than on a fixed identity, as glossy 
magazines such as Out adhered to.  They also both highlighted the importance of 
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communities as mediums to liberate and empower one another to feel visible again and 
thus validate one another‟s human existence. 
 These communities did not form automatically.  They thrived only if individuals 
identify as members within a collective and if they live their everyday lives with the good 
of the community in mind.  The black gay community struggled to achieve these goals 
due to the paucity of resources available coupled with its exclusion from the gay and 
black communities.  Accordingly, Douglas E. Jones for Venus urged black lesbians and 
gay men to commit themselves to advancing the shared “social, financial, and spiritual 
wants, needs, and aspirations” of black lesbians and gay men in everyday life.  He 
continued: “The time is past due for us to start the conversations which will bring about 
the action necessary to sustain the daily realities of those of us living under the multiple 
threats of homophobia, racism, and for lesbians, sexism.”  Jones ultimately wanted 
communities to cross racial, class, and gender lines, but he maintained that that goal 
required individuals to demand and expect respect first, qualities they developed within 
communities where members could empathize with their conditions.258 
Ideally, these communities consisted mainly of black lesbians and gay men.  Yet, 
writers regularly insisted that they and their readers communicate with other African 
Americans.  Insularity, wrote BG editor-in-chief Joseph Cornell, barred the black lesbian 
and gay community from reaching out to African-American women and men who slept 
with individuals of the same sex but who opted not to identify as “lesbian” or “gay” 
publicly.  Insularity also prevented black women and men who identified as lesbian or 
gay from asserting their pride and improving conditions in local black communities.  
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Alycee J. Lane for BLK urged readers to confront local “leaders, entertainers, church 
folk, [and] … mamas and papas and sistahs and brothas.  Anyone who needs to be called 
on the shit of homophobia.”  She contended that silence about one‟s sexuality sent 
powerful negative messages:  “[O]ur very silences scream to other people that we are not, 
in fact, proud of being black lesbians and gays” even while we “holler, scream, get down 
right loud, black and proud! with white folks in insisting that we not be ignored. … 
[These silences s]cream to younger lesbians and gays that they should hate themselves.”  
For the good of oneself and for the good of all blacks, whether gay or straight, Lane 
concluded, “[i]t‟s time, now, to go home and celebrate ourselves in our own 
neighborhoods.”259 
Lane‟s explanation of “pride” as a tool to empower oneself and others and as a 
means to challenge bigotry was not new.  Since the concept of gay liberation spread in 
the Late 1960s, seemingly countless writers for lesbian and gay periodicals discussed the 
personal and political benefits of exhibiting pride in one‟s sexuality.  What was unique 
about Lane‟s description was how it envisioned pride as a tool to strengthen the black 
community specifically by making it more welcoming and inclusive.  This emphasis is 
attributable to the belief common among black lesbian and gay writers that race played a 
larger role in shaping their and their readers‟ identities than did homosexuality.  These 
writers criticized black leaders and entertainers for homophobic and heterosexist 
statements and identified such statements as symptomatic of certain components of 
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contemporary black culture, but they continued to maintain that their home was in the 
black community.
260
 
Shared feelings of racial oppression facilitated this sense of belonging.  Ache 
guest columnist Stephanie Smith contended that all blacks should feel insulted and 
disempowered by the ways in which whites robbed them of the opportunity to define 
their own culture, whether they were gay or straight, female or male.  In an article bluntly 
titled, “Why Madonna & All White People with Dread Locks Should Burn in Hell,” 
Smith criticized whites for adopting isolated fragments of black culture as part of their 
own: 
Leave it to Madonna ... to go crawling through the fag/drag bars of Harlem and 
emerge with a hit song [„Vogue‟].  To be credited with igniting a dance craze. ... 
For usurping.  For appropriating.  For co-opting a uniquely black creation.  Is she 
gonna try to tell me that there are no Sisters with attitude?  No brothers that are in 
the mood? 
 
Smith also railed white people who donned “pseudo dreads.  “What exactly is their 
problem?” she wondered.  “Cosmetology 101: Black people have flat hair follicles – their 
hair will dread.  White people have round hair follicles, the hair stores oil, it will mat, it 
will tangle, but it will not dread.  Got it?”  Smith maintained that in both instances whites 
made a mockery of the distinguishing traits of black urban culture, “pull[ing] out [its] 
appealing, marketable features.  Their goal is to own, to claim, to white-wash.”  In this 
process of “white-washing,” whites conveniently rejected the less appealing components 
of being black in American society:  “Take the crack addicted babies & their strung out 
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mamas and daddies too.  Own the fact that black men between the ages of 18 and 25 are 
an endangered species.  Embrace the hopelessness that infects the current generation, my 
generation, of black Americans.”  Smith concluded by urging readers to retain ownership 
of their blackness, both the attractive and less attractive components.  “If we accept and 
support what these folks do, it leaves us with a lopsided legacy.  Our beauty, our art, and 
our creativity, if claimed by the dominant society become diluted.  Black culture becomes 
pop culture.”  In an era when racially blind ideologies were regularly deemed culturally 
and politically appropriate, and when multiculturalism and political correctness were the 
buzzwords of the moment, writers such as Smith feared the trivialization of racial 
difference. 
261
 
Other writers found similar limitations in the concept of “queerness,” though it 
was conceived by activists and scholars as a critique of the melting pot ideal.  Ekua 
Omosupe, a black lesbian writing for Ache in 1991, disavowed identifying as “queer” 
because it robbed her, in her words, “of my commitment to visibility, my differences, and 
my personal agenda:  To be out, to be seen, to be heard, to establish a „home‟ wherever I 
find it.”  Alycee J. Lane, a publisher for the black lesbian part erotica, part political 
magazine Black Lace worried that the concept of queerness, like multiculturalism, would 
blunt “the different levels of power exercised in the construction of our identities, the raw 
violence that maintains the power in ... signifiers [such as] „white male‟ and the raw 
violence – the force of guns and discourse – used to construct the bulldagger nigger bitch 
hoe.”  Lane admitted that “middle class black gay woman” amounted to a lengthy chain 
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of signifiers, but she maintained that all of those signifiers were necessary because they 
defined “[her] existence ... each and every day of [her] life.”262 
Of these signifiers, blackness was the one that stuck out most and had the most 
pervasive impact on how many black lesbian and gay writers defined their political 
allegiances. Perhaps nowhere was this sense of allegiance more apparent than in how 
black gay periodicals reported on the 1992 Los Angeles riots.  In the aftermath of the 
riots that followed the trial of police who brutalized Rodney King, two black gay 
periodicals characterized the rioters‟ actions as a rebellion against a long tradition of deep 
rooted racism that shaped black Americans‟ everyday lives.  Lynn M. Wilson for BG 
described the King beating as a violation of human rights familiar to black people.  “The 
riots that came after the verdict,” Wilson wrote, “were expressions of our confusion, 
anger, and disappointment that this form of injustice [a non-guilty verdict] could actually 
happen in America.”  Wilson continued, speaking affirmatively about the rioters actions:  
“The Los Angeles riots just gave the world one more glimpse of the tiger‟s strength.”263  
Similarly, L. Lloyd Jordan for BLK described black reactions to the verdict as a 
logical extension of their shared antipathy toward deep-seated racial injustices.  “To 
African-Americans,” Jordan wrote, the video of two Los Angeles Police Department 
clubbing King fifty-one times in the head “add[s] up to a pattern of documented police 
brutality which reflect the far more numerous unpublicized tales of abuse nearly every 
black Angeleno can recounts.”  Whites, whether gay or straight, could not empathize with 
King‟s plights as blacks could, leading many of them to interpret the beating and verdict 
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of his police assailants as “an unfortunate aberration.”  “Whites just don‟t understand,” 
Jordan declared:  even the well-intentioned who strove for peace “completely 
mismeasured the enormity of the offense [the beating]” and misunderstood that “[o]nly 
action could express the bitterness [and] only obstruction of an oppressive order‟s 
confidence in its power of control could vent such anguish.”  Jordan expressed his 
disappointment that forty-five people died due to the riots and pleaded with readers to 
remember that “peace and protest are possible.”  Yet, he insisted on the need to 
acknowledge that a violation had been committed.  He urged members of the black 
community facing similar injustices “to threaten the lifestyles of those perceived as 
responsible, if only by their indifference, for infliction of the injury.”  According to 
Wilson and Jordan, the visceral reactions that they and other black lesbians and gays 
shared in response to the King verdict and the Los Angeles riots revealed the degree to 
which race, to use the words of Jordan, was “an inescapable fact of [their] existence.”  
Because race was “inescapable,” black lesbian and gay writers commonly touted their 
allegiance to the black community, while highlighting its display of strength against 
white authority.
264
 
Other writers also stressed the need to offer their allegiance to the black 
community and to affirm its power.  Stanley Bennett Clay and Devre Jackson, co-
publishers and co-editors-in-chief of Alternative, were particularly adamant in expressing 
their support.  “We must go beyond our African-Americanism,” Clay asserted.  “We must 
be Afrocentric gays and lesbians.”  He continued: 
We must understand our community, we must respect our community, we love 
our community and don‟t look at our blackness as a curse or excuse but 
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something to be proud of and that is what we need to sell to our community, an 
Afrocentricity and make our people understand that you might be African-
American by birth, but you are Afrocentric by heart and mind.
265
 
 
For Jackson, Afrocentricity – a term he also used – required conscious efforts to 
strengthen the black community.  One of the most effective ways to do this was by 
“keeping and increasing the resources in our community,” he argued.  “Our goal as 
Black, gay citizens, is to claim our rightful place as „home.‟ … We‟ll be Black as long as 
we‟re alive; and in the big picture, it‟s all about race and not who one sleeps with.” 266 
Danielle Fox implicitly echoed Jackson‟s presumption that black economic 
oppression was more injurious to readers than homosexual economic oppression.  In her 
Spring 1991 piece, “Oppression For Sale,” Fox provided a list of corporations that sold 
everyday consumer goods such as health and beauty products, over-the-counter 
medications, food, household products, and oil, which, in her words, “oppress us [black 
lesbians] at every turn.”  Fox used three criteria to determine each company‟s degree of 
oppression:  whether the parent company operated in South Africa (which was then 
operating under a racial apartheid), whether it had investment in or licensing agreement 
with one or more companies that did business in South Africa, and whether any racial 
minorities served on the board of directors or vice president level.  Significantly, Fox 
made no mention of oppression based on sexuality or gender, insinuating that she and the 
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Black Lace editorial staff understood race as the primary form of oppression affecting 
readers.
267
 
Clay, Jackson, and Fox‟s pushes for black community economic empowerment 
under the banner of Afrocentricity were more than altruistic gestures.  First, each of them 
and their magazines profited from supporting the black dollar.  Second, as Jackson noted, 
investing in the community, whether by purchasing something or by volunteering, gave 
black gay people a voice they might not have otherwise.  “We belong right along side any 
other Black American,” he wrote.  “Our contributions to our community does count 
[sic]!”268 
Jackson did not necessarily deny the relevance of homosexuality as an agent of 
oppression or as a source of identity in making these or other comments.  But for 
Jackson, like his publishing partner Stanley Bennett Clay, allegiance to one‟s blackness 
warranted greater attention than gayness did because racial oppression in early 1990s 
America facilitated financial dispossession and poverty in ways that homosexual 
oppression did not.  As previous chapters indicated, lesbian and especially gay male 
writers typically eschewed analysis of class oppression because issues of economic 
scarcity seldom affected them personally.  These writers, most of whom were white, 
commonly presumed that the gay community was financially self-sustaining.  Money, in 
short, was deemed no object.  Black lesbian and gay writers, in contrast, regularly 
underscored the importance of possessing money and other resources as necessary tools 
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toward establishing a community as a concrete reality, a reality substantiated by U.S. 
Census Bureau statistics on poverty discussed at the opening of this chapter.
269
 
Black lesbians and gay men also lacked the support of community-based 
institutions.  This deficiency came from two sources: black-based institutions routinely 
excluded black gays due to homophobic practices while gay-based institutions tended to 
overlook racial differences and did not provide services such as HIV screening or 
counseling in African American dominated neighborhoods.  Taken together, black 
lesbians and gay men often lacked the tools necessary to express their human right to 
self-determination, which black liberation and gay liberation movements both deemed 
essential to achieving freedom. 
 The effects of being cut off were perhaps most striking with respect to the AIDS 
epidemic.  Statistics indicated that race had emerged as a central determinant of AIDS 
transmission in the United States in the first half of the 1990s.  The CDC reported that as 
of April 1991, African Americans constituted twenty-nine percent of all AIDS cases 
nationwide, although they comprised only twelve percent of the total national population.  
Erica Gollub, for the AIDS Activities Coordinating Office Epidemiology Unit, indicated 
that the racial divide had deepened in an update released four years later.  She found that 
sixty-one out of every one hundred thousand black women were diagnosed with AIDS 
compared to only nine out of every one hundred thousand white women.  Among men, 
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she reported 228 AIDS cases for every one hundred thousand black men and only fifty-
two incidences for every one hundred thousand white men.
270
 
For black lesbian and gay writers, however, rates of transmission constituted only 
part of the problem.  In a BLK cover story on “AIDS in the black gay community,” 
Michael Broder identified systemic factors as the central obstacle confronting HIV-
positive and AIDS symptomatic black gay men in obtaining sufficient medical care.  He 
indicated how such dilemmas as lack of primary and mental health care and drug 
treatment along with inadequate housing facilitated heightened risks of infection.  
Drawing from the comments of Keith Cylar, a noted AIDS activist and director of 
Housing and Services at Housing Works, Broder stated that if basic life issues were not 
met, “all the education efforts in the world will not get people of color to practice safer 
sex consistently and effectively.”  If an individual lived in such a desolate state that she 
or he lost the will to live, Broder believed, then that person likely would not live long.
271
 
Of course, not every impoverished person of color necessarily surrendered that 
will.  Still, they confronted the additional barrier of limited neighborhood resources to 
care for themselves.  Many black PWHs and PWAs could not afford mainstream medical 
care due to the exorbitant costs of even a simple doctor visit.  If they could afford such 
care, they might continue to forego the services out of fear of disclosure of their 
seroconversion status.  Compounding matters, poor and African American dominated 
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neighborhoods tended to lack free or low cost health clinics, adding to a dire conclusion.  
According to Curtis Wadlington, executive assistant at Blacks Educating Blacks about 
Sexual Health Issues in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, “[a] lack of options … forces people 
to stay at home and die.”272 
As Broder‟s analysis illustrates, the conventional wisdom of supplying individuals 
with more information on how to better protect themselves from infection was 
insufficient for the millions of impoverished people of color who lacked basic means of 
support – both medical and non-medical – to ward off disease or to stay healthy if they 
had HIV or AIDS.   Broder concluded by urging readers to consider the problem of AIDS 
in the black gay community as a product of a larger socioeconomic crisis centered on 
privilege and marginalization:  “[T]he right to care about one‟s own life, and the means 
to care about one‟s own health, safety, and welfare, must be secured,” he warned, “or the 
poverty of a community‟s privilege will continue to be reflected in the obscene 
overabundance of deaths.”273 
In the early 1990s, AIDS had made the premature passing away of black gay men 
an all too common occurrence.  In the words of Alternative columnist Mark Simmons, 
“Persons, wonderful individuals, have died and continued to die.”  He noted how the 
omnipresence of death generated by the AIDS epidemic marred the community‟s spirit:  
“With the shroud of AIDS hanging over our shoulders like the early-morning dew over 
bent flowers, we never really bloomed.  Instead, we were dealt cards of fear and 
insecurity about our destinies while the messenger of death, with his rigged deck, 
                                                 
272
 Ibid. 
273
 Ibid., 14, emphasis added. 
  
  
256 
 
laughed.”  Simmons advocated militant unity among black lesbians and gay men to 
reverse this pattern and save lives.
274
 
Simmons‟s commentary never dismissed working with white gay leaders, who 
might possess money and key resources to fight AIDS, but the crux of his piece stressed 
the need for black lesbians and gay men to unite in response to the crisis:  to fight the 
disease and share the bond of common experience.  Fulfilling that bond through the 
creation of thriving black gay communities provided more than a source of comfort.  In 
the presence of AIDS, racism, and all the other obstacles facing black lesbians and gay 
men, it enabled physical and psychic survival. 
 
Interracial Sex and the Politics of Pleasure 
 Yet, the question in Simmons‟s commentary remained – how should black 
lesbians and gay men relate with their white counterparts?  What place, if any, should 
people of color occupy in the (predominantly white) lesbian and gay movement?  My 
discussion so far has shown that many black lesbian and gay writers emphasized the 
predominance of race over sexuality in defining their identities and their corresponding 
sense of allegiance with “the black community” over “the gay community.”  Yet, how did 
these associations translate into practice?  At what point did assertions of gay pride entail 
the diminution of black pride? 
 Black lesbian and gay writers engaged these questions most dramatically when 
discussing the topic of interracial sex.  Debates over the ethics of interracial sexual 
relations between gay men ignited in the 1980s following the founding of Black and 
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White Men Together (BWMT) in 1980.  The organization was formed with two goals in 
mind: to educate members and the public about black and gay-related issues and to 
provide opportunities for racially-mixed couples to socialize in an open and accepting 
atmosphere.  In the years to follow BWMT grew in size and membership as it created 
chapters in major cities throughout the United States.  By 1990, it included twenty-three 
chapters and 1,000 dues-paid members, making BWMT one of the most successful gay 
organizations focusing on the concerns of black gay men in the country.  Not 
coincidentally, BWMT focused on the concerns of white gay men, too.
275
 
Throughout, BWMT and interracial sex more generally became sources of 
scathing criticism by noted black gay authors.  The popular black gay anthology In the 
Life, released in 1986, featured numerous essays that discussed the dangers of interracial 
sexual relations for the black gay community.  In the piece, “Brother to Brother: Words 
from the Heart,” the late Joseph Beam discussed a black man named “Maurice” who slept 
with white men.  His propensity for white men “is more than a preference – it‟s policy,” 
Beam wrote.  “He dismisses potential black partners as quickly as he switches off rap 
music and discredits progressive movements.  He constantly votes Republican.  At night 
he dreams of the razors cutting thin slivers of his black skin.”  According to Beam, black 
men‟s embrace of interracial sex and interracialism represented a “selling out” of one‟s 
racial identity.  It indicated contempt for one‟s own skin color and all the conditions it 
included as well as an envy of whiteness.  Because “gay Blacks are usually so 
mesmerized by and so assimilated into white gay culture,” wrote Max Smith in another 
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essay from In the Life, “Black gays tend to write them off as hopelessly lost and 
confused.”276 
Such a move was justified, in the view of numerous black gay writers.  For Perry 
Ingram, a black poet who once had a long term relationship with a white man, the very 
presence of seeing a black and white man together signaled an abandonment of racial 
pride that weakened his own sense of self:  “Blackbrother, don‟t love another.  Your 
sweet lips, sly hips deserve better.  And if you must love another, brother, love one or 
even two of color.  Because, when I see a Black & White Man Together, it‟s like 
witnessing my own suicide.”  Ingram‟s comments suggest that the private was public.  
He reasoned that if black gay men truly wanted what was best for their community, they 
would commit to loving one another.
277
 
An article reprinted in the Fall 1991 issue of Alternative echoed Ingram‟s 
sentiments: “Black people‟s sexuality has been distorted and used against us.  Either 
we‟re Uncle Toms or Aunt Jemina‟s with no sexuality, or we‟re bucks and brutes with 
sexuality that‟s completely run amok.  Big black dicks fucking anything in sight.”  The 
article insisted that to rid this myth and give black people agency over their sexual and 
non-sexual lives, blacks needed to heal each other by expressing their love for one 
another.  “Black men loving black men is the revolutionary act,” the piece charged, 
borrowing the words of Marlon Riggs from his 1989 semi-biographical documentary 
Tongues United.  More than any other act, it added, same-race intimacy provides “an 
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understanding and acceptance of self – within the context of community, of family in the 
broad sense.”278   
 Not all black gay writers valorized black men loving black men (or black women 
loving black women, for that matter) as the ultimate act of revolution, nor did all of them 
detest interracial sex.  Ache featured numerous pieces in support of interracial sex.  In a 
poem entitled “We Come ... From Fire,” Jean Weisinger juxtaposed the erotic appeal of a 
black woman loving a white woman with its political controversy:  “Alone near the 
FIREPLACE HOT like my inners.  HOT like the HEATED issues I‟m dealing with.  
HOT like the peppers in my vegetarian burrito.  HOT like the POLITICS of sleeping with 
a white lover.”  Weisinger‟s assertion about the “hotness” of the politics of sleeping with 
a white lover drew from Rigg‟s edict of black men sleeping with other black men as an 
act of revolution and turned it on its head by applying it to women and characterizing 
interracial sex as the possible act of revolution.
279
 
Weisinger never identified why interracial sex was “hot” but comments from 
other Ache writers suggest that its political significance lay in its potential to liberate gay 
people of color from sexual shame, whether the source of that sexual shame came from 
someone who had their best interests in mind or not.  Emphasis on the opening of choice 
through support for interracial sex was at the heart of Natalie Devora‟s poem “White 
Chocolate.”  “Have you ever tasted White Chocolate,” Devora wondered.  “Have you 
ever dipped your fingers into the creamy sensation White Chocolate? ... Just a taste.  
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Really. ... You truly might like it.  Might not even want to stop.  I know you‟ve shied 
away before.  Feast upon me White Chocolate.”280 
Black Lace, another black lesbian periodical, offered similar support for 
interracial sex and, like Ache, highlighted the importance of freedom of choice in 
deciding who to sleep with and which types of sexual acts to engage in.  Or, as a piece by 
Alycee J. Lane entitled “What‟s Race Got to Do with It?” pondered, in deciding what 
color the dildo should be during sex.  Lane claimed that she never gave much attention to 
the issue until one of her friends spotted a six inch rubbery, cheap mauve dildo in her 
home.  Upon sight of it, she asked Lane, “What race issues do you have???”  Lane 
punted, and responded “nervously”: “A dildo is a dildo, not a dick.”  Despite her best 
efforts to appease her friend and herself, Lane remained disquieted.  “What would 
women think, seeing this used mauve dildo strapped to my brown thighs,” she wondered.  
The thoughts about the dildo then became ethical quandaries: “What does it mean, 
exactly, when white hegemony extends to the production of dildos?”  After considerable 
reflection, Lane went to a sex shop in hopes of finding a brown dildo.  To her dismay, 
they were sold out.  “They sell rather quickly, you know,” the store clerk told Lane.  
Shortly thereafter, he remembered that there were some brown dildos in a bin in the back 
of the store.  Lane perused the bin only to find a handful of brown dildos each measuring 
twenty-four inches in length and with a width as thick as her arm.  “They were not dildos; 
they were monstrosities,” she proclaimed.  “‟Big Black Dick‟ said the wrapper.  The 
dildo was no longer a dildo but a penis, and a big black one to boot.”  Lane looked for 
“Big White Dicks” but without luck.  “I seriously doubt that they were in high demand,” 
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she reflected.  Lane‟s experience during her afternoon in the store confirmed her 
suspicions about the degree to which issues of race permeated gay culture.  She 
concluded, however, that the racial stereotypes that went into the manufacturing and 
selling of dildos should not cause an abandonment of her mauve dildo, just as racism did 
not mean that black lesbians needed to part ways with white lovers.  “[W]hat really needs 
to change is not ... the dildo,” she concludes, “but constructions of race and power behind 
those dildos.”281 
Black gay male periodicals did not match the openness and acceptance that Ache 
and Black Lace exhibited towards interracial sex.  Part of this contrast is attributable to 
the unique experiences black lesbians and black gay men had in working with their white 
counterparts.  Lesbianism flourished in the 1970s on the coattails of feminism, a belief 
system that highlighted the need to attend to the concerns of all types of women, 
regardless of their class, racial, or sexual differences.  Gayness did not have this type of 
ideological support.  Gay men‟s views about oppression and liberation were rooted in 
their particular experiences as white individuals who generally suffered no discrimination 
other than that generated from their homosexuality.  Consequently, white gay male 
activists and writers commonly overlooked the relevance of class, gender, and racial 
oppression to a degree that did not apply to many lesbians. 
Ache’s endorsement of interracial sex, specifically, was also informed by the 
editorial vision of its publisher, Lisbet.  Lisbet, a lesbian whose father was African 
American and whose mother was a Norwegian immigrant, used the magazine as a vehicle 
to advocate for interracial sex and racial mixing.  Editors, in fact, dedicated the entire 
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March/April 1990 issue to discussing the subject.  In one piece from that issue, the 
mother discussed the challenges that her daughter would encounter because of her mixed 
racial heritage.  Although she grew up in a white mother-led household, she noted, “You 
are Black.  When people look at you, when you look in the mirror, you are Black.  But 
you have not been socialized as a Black person.  You do not feel at home among any 
sector of the Black community.  You were reared by your mother, who is not Black.”282 
Not all discussions in Ache of mixed race identities were so dour.  Ms. Belvedere 
noted that biracial women had the advantage of developing an identity through “the 
synthesis of the two races she embodies,” which allows her to “learn from both, and 
become more than what she was by embracing only one race.”  Instead of detailing the 
challenges of being biracial, as the mother did in the letter to her daughter, Ms. Belvedere 
highlighted the benefits:  “We need not view the biracial woman ... as a marginal person 
condemned to live in two worlds, but rather as one whom fate has given the opportunity 
to unite two different worlds, because she lives between and beyond her social and 
cultural groups.”283 
Questions of interracial sex and interracialism were contentious issues for black 
lesbian and gay writers because they drew attention to one of the primary means through 
which individuals developed their sense of self and thus defined freedom: intimacy.  
Through intimacy, the full range of human emotions, from pleasure to vulnerability, were 
put on display and shared with another partner, often quite literally in a naked form.  This 
sense of openness and exchange with another human being was precisely what concerned 
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many black gay writers.  They feared that in loving white women or white men, black 
lesbians and gay men would lose connection with other blacks.  Choice was important to 
these writers, as it was for proponents of interracial sex.  In the early 1990s, however, the 
specific challenges of being black and gay in American society were seen by many as too 
capacious with a community too small and immobilized to risk losing members to the 
white dominated gay community. 
 
Conclusion 
 The question “what about us?” has appeared throughout this dissertation.  
Previous chapters have indicated how white lesbian-identified writers raised the question 
in the 1970s and 1980s.  In this chapter, black lesbian and gay writers drew from their 
own experiences of marginalization in raising the same question.  These writers 
approached the question with varied concerns, but they shared the belief that dominant 
ideas of gay liberation offered by affluent white gay men had omitted them and their 
concerns.  Thus, in raising the question “what about us” they also asked “what else is 
there.”  What else is there for us and our readers other than the visions that comprise 
dominant society?  In posing the overlapping questions of “what about us” and “what else 
is there,” writers demanded to have their unique voices and concerns heard, first, for the 
sake of educating readers about their place in American society and, second, in order to 
draw from that critical awareness of their difference as a way to challenge oppressive 
social conventions. 
These objectives led black lesbian and gay writers neither to ask to be included in 
the gay community, nor reject it entirely.  Rather, they rewrote the script for how 
“community” should be defined.   In so doing, they offered new ideas about self 
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determination that both stemmed and departed from dominant ideas of gay liberation.  On 
the one hand, they encouraged readers to express their sexuality as a measure of pride.  
Pride, they argued, was a vehicle to empower themselves and the others around them, just 
as many earlier white gay writers had used the concept.  But many black lesbian and gay 
writers insisted that pride was not just about gayness, it was also – and often times more 
so – about blackness.  These writers conveyed this message to their readers, sometimes 
raising the dilemma of which aspect of their identity to emphasize and how to associate 
with others from the two communities.  Such questions as how should black gays relate 
to blacks who identified as straight and how should they relate to white gays were hardly 
private matters.  They were precisely the foundation of politics and the basis for defining 
liberation.  In the early 1990s, these sorts of questions mattered perhaps more than ever.  
As “gay” went mainstream and increasingly functioned as a signifier positioned to 
conceal, rather than to celebrate, differences, black lesbian and gay writers found their 
presence and concerns erased in unprecedented ways.  Although many of the dominant 
ideas about gay liberation during the 1970s and 1980s were middle class, white-led and 
were addressed to readers of similar backgrounds, the ideology of self determination 
frequently outlined a social vision that, however utopian and imperfect, aimed to 
incorporate all marginalized people.  In the 1990s, this was no longer so. 
Yet, if our story ends there and we were to conclude that the lesbian and gay 
movement of the last twenty years has become more conservative, more concerned about 
respectability and window dressing, and more exclusionary, then we risk overlooking the 
contributions of those who followed different paths.  Indeed, the last decades have seen a 
remarkable increase in the number of periodicals written by and for gay or queer-
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identified people of color.  These communities of writers and readers, which have only 
grown in number with the rise of the internet, have resisted dominant conceptions of 
gayness as a middle class, white construct and made the concept their own, transforming 
it from a source of exclusion into a tool for empowerment.  In re-defining what it meant 
to be gay and by drawing from other aspects of their identity, black lesbian and gay 
writers imagined new ways to think about community and freedom.  In offering those 
new ideas and in criticizing the dominant gay movement for its “whiteness,” these groups 
did not simply offer alternatives to the dominant narrative of gay liberation, they changed 
that narrative.  In so doing, they showed, once again, that a “community” or “movement” 
has never been – and can never be – one thing.  As we write about groups of people from 
the past, our histories would be richer if we ask and re-ask ourselves the question that 
black lesbian and gay writers kept revisiting: what about us.284 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Gay Identities and the Question of Difference in Contemporary America 
 
 
 Identity claims, although inherently flawed fantasies of incorporation, have 
provided marginalized people critical channels to speak publicly about their experiences 
and challenge the laws, attitudes, and conventional assumptions that generated their 
oppression.  In their challenges, many lesbian and gay writers also highlighted underlying 
cultural obstacles that prevented all marginalized people from being free:  unjust legal 
constraints, alienation from one‟s humanity, and the inability to express one‟s desires.  
Critiques against what writers understood as a sex-negative culture received the most 
widespread attention largely because the issue encompassed each of these obstacles.  By 
many lesbian and gay writers‟ accounts, “straight” society‟s dismissal of the naturalness 
of regular sexual activity and its condemnation of sexual acts deemed abnormal in 
particular threatened to undercut the sexual freedom of all individuals, whether 
homosexual or heterosexual, female or male, black or white.  As with other issues, 
however, writers disagreed over which themes to emphasize.  Whereas gay male writers 
tended to highlight the removal of legal and cultural agents of sexual repression, lesbian 
writers underscored themes of rape and sexual violence.  Black writers, whether lesbian 
or gay male, routinely identified sexual oppression as secondary to their concerns about 
race-based class inequality.  Debates over ideas of sexual freedom and gay liberation 
more generally demonstrate that writers disagreed frequently with one another, and that 
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each of them, in some respect, failed to envision a social justice that applied to everyone.  
Despite these shortcomings, many lesbian and gay writers exhibited – rhetorically at least 
– a sincere commitment to social justice.  The concept of gay liberation entailed more 
than homosexual liberation in these contexts; it also connoted a vision to emancipate all 
individuals from their subject conditions. 
The lynchpin for writers‟ discussions of liberation stemmed from a critical 
analysis of their own oppression.  By drawing from their experiences as marginalized 
subjects, they advocated for more than increased legal protection; they imagined new 
visions for social justice, mapping out, what queer theorist Jose Esteban Munoz has 
called “not yet conscious” possibilities for future living.  This dissertation has 
emphasized how writers opened up new avenues for public discourse even when they 
failed to meet those visions fully in practice.  In so doing, it has tried to enrich our 
understanding of the historical significance of the use of identity claims on contemporary 
cultural politics – in both the lesbian and gay community and apart from it.285 
With lesbian and gay people and “their movement” no longer relegated to the 
cultural fringe, social critics have wondered whether the queer individual and community 
can advocate for human liberation and universal social justice as they once did.  Writing 
in 1999, political scientist Cathy Cohen noted how “the transformation in our status from 
unredeemable deviants to a possibly legitimate minority group” and “the possibility of 
actually being heard” encouraged lesbian and gay activists in the 1990s to forego radical 
social critiques in support of a strategy of assimilation.  That strategy, she explained, 
“work[s] the system for its current structured benefits as opposed to challenging the 
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system for the benefit of those more marginal and excluded.”  Its proponents, thus, negate 
“any claims we [lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people] might have to a 
distinctive relationship to sexuality and sex that could revolutionize this country.”  
Echoing a sentiment common among lesbian and gay writers from the previous quarter of 
a century, Cohen criticized the goal of inclusion for excluding those who did not easily 
fulfill the requirements of assimilation, namely people of color and those with non-
normative homosexualities.  Contemporary pursuits of gay rights, by her account, not 
only risk being removed from other movements for social justice, but they are also 
positioned to ignore the concerns of most gay people – specifically, those who are not 
affluent gay white men.
286
 
None of Cohen‟s concerns are altogether new.  This dissertation has shown that 
the idea of an inclusive gay community has failed regularly in practice dating back to the 
late 1960s, and probably much earlier.  Omissions at times have been sizeable and 
appeared quite deliberate.  Mainstream periodicals, such as Advocate, and those seeking 
mass commercial viability, such as Esplanade, invoked images and editorial content that 
specifically targeted affluent white gay male readers.  In trumpeting calls for “gay 
liberation” or “gay rights,” these publications dismissed critiques of class, gender, and 
racial oppression as either ancillary or bad for the movement.  Instead, they promoted 
political visions centered on incremental legal reform and gay market expansion, two 
areas they had vested interests in advancing. 
Efforts to reduce the scope of gay liberation and gay rights campaigns into 
movements for assimilation have proliferated over the last two decades.  Recent battles 
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for same-sex marriage demonstrate the ubiquity of this push for assimilation.  Many 
contemporary arguments for same-sex marriage emphasize themes of assimilation and 
equality, rather than difference and liberation.  In the 2004 book Why Marriage Matters: 
America, Equality, and Gay People's Right to Marry, attorney and founder and president 
of the Right to Marry movement Evan Wolfson defined same-sex marriage as “one of the 
first important civil rights campaigns of the 21st century” and the next natural step in 
lesbian and gay people‟s pursuit for equality.   Wolfson‟s defense of same-sex marriage 
was made on legal grounds, unlike conservative critics Andrew Sullivan and Jonathan 
Rauch, whose support rested on the belief that marriage would regulate what they saw as 
the self-destructive sexual practices of gay people.  Wolfson‟s book urged gay and 
straight people alike to advocate for same-sex marriage as a question of basic civil 
liberty.  Many lesbian and gay activists and laypeople have invoked this argument and, 
like Wolfson, have defined same-sex marriage as the litmus test in defining their 
collective status as citizens.
287
 
Lesbians and gay men are hard-pressed not to support same-sex marriage.  
Whatever their objections, they are unlikely to voice public opposition due to the 
centrality of the issue in shaping attitudes about homosexuality and in pushing forth other 
types of protective legislation.    Still, preoccupation with same-sex marriage as the 
pivotal battleground for gay liberation is problematic because it threatens to undermine 
recognition of the uniqueness of the gay experience and how expression and critical 
reflection of that uniqueness challenges the fixedness of dominant social conventions. 
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For all of their disagreements, lesbian and gay writers in the late-twentieth 
century generally concurred that readers should accentuate their cultural differences, not 
conceal them.  Because gay people had to come to terms with a sexuality that deviated 
from the norm, were subject to frequent threats of social ostracism and shame, and 
frequently found themselves banished from their biological families and local 
communities, they inhabited and made sense of a world that appeared very different from 
that of straight people.  In emphasizing these and other distinct qualities of the gay 
experience, writers sought to give credence to its distinctiveness and the worldviews it 
generated.  Ultimately, they aimed to convert homosexuality from a source of 
marginalization into a source of strength, first for themselves and then for society.    If 
United States Vice President Joe Biden is right in stating that same-sex marriage is 
indeed “inevitable,” then the challenge is to ensure that the inimitable experiences and 
perspectives of lesbian and gay people do not get submerged under a pretense of cultural 
uniformity.  The specificity of their humanity merits recognition for the good of 
themselves and society at large.
288
 
The other challenge is not to lose sight of the other forms of difference that 
constitute an identity.  The gay experience has never been one thing.  It has always been 
accompanied by other markers of identity, such as class, gender, race, religion, region, 
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and sexuality, just to name a few.  Whenever one marker is presumed to have universal 
application, voices and concerns get erased. 
Representation alone does not prevent erasure.  The letters commonly used to 
refer to the movement or community that gay people belong to is now conjoined with a 
series of other identities.  At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the acronym 
for the campus support center is five letters long:  LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Queer).  The acronym, however unwieldy, indicates an implicit recognition 
that the concerns of gay men will not represent the entire movement or community.  The 
true challenge, however, is to give life to the letters:  to not simply gesture to the lesbian, 
bisexual, transgender, and queer-identified people on campus, but to give voice to each of 
these individuals and to let them have the power to challenge what passes as status quo 
through critical discussion of their own experiences as marginalized people.   
Of course, such attempts to incorporate as many people and as many different 
experiences under one signifier or as a particular identity-based movement for liberation, 
will inevitably fail.  There will always be some individual or some individual‟s 
experience unaccounted for.  Recognition that there is always more to encompass, that 
there is always someone or some idea excluded, however, is not an admission of political 
defeat.  On the contrary, it demonstrates an awareness that more work needs to be done; 
that the acknowledgement of other voices who have yet to speak necessitates that the 
concepts of identity and liberation always remain open to revision.
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